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potential helpers in SOE, OSS or Force 126 on the grounds that there 
was too much empire-building, jealousy and amour-propre in these 
organisations (rich, coming from Wingate). 70 Finally, on 4 February 
he and Stratemeyer issued the essential guidelines for Chindit 2, 
stressing that this time the wounded would be flown out from the 
strongholds rather than abandoned, as on the first expedition. Tired 
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of his myriad bosses, Stratemeyer finally exerted himself and decided 
on support bombing of the stronghold areas prior to their establish¬ 
ment, rather than the deception bombing on Rangoon, Mandalay and 
Bangkok that Wingate had pressed for. 71 

At last there was action rather than words, as Fergusson s brigade 
commenced its long march from Ledo, looking more like a mule train 
than a commando force. Although Special Force was distinguished by 
its use of animals (apart from elephants it had 250 bullocks, 547 horses 
and 3,134 mules on its strength), this was the first time on THURSDAY 
that the efficacy of the mules was tested in operational conditions. 
Fergusson s brigade, 4,000 strong, took 500 of the mules, fully laden, 
along with them. 72 The brigade was suitably fussed over before its 
departure, with Mountbatten, Auchinleck and Giffard all making good¬ 
will visits. All except the muleteers were taken the length of the Ledo 
road in huge lorries, noting the American blacks still labouring on the 
road as they passed. The road journey itself gave them an idea of 
what was up ahead, as it was like a scar cut through the jungle, with 
ascents up to 5,000 feet, hairpin bends, and half-built bridges taking 
them over raging torrents. Wingate himself joined Fergusson and his 
men for the start of the gruelling ascent up the Paktai, wading through 
mud slides, with the roar of the Ledo road traffic beneath them and 
deep blue smoke rising from the damp fires of the Chinese labour 
camps. 73 The brigade had to cross cliffs, hills and ravines, often climbing 
thousands of feet on one-in-two gradients, then descending as sharply. 
The heavy loads they carried were made heavier by the torrential rain, 
rations were short and progress slow, varying between nine and 35 
miles a day depending on the condition of the treacherous, slippery 
hills. Sometimes they reached an altitude of 5,000 feet through varying 
terrain, jungle or bamboo and teak forests. 74 It could take all day to 
climb a mountain, and loaded mules often fell headlong to a gory 
death thousands of feet below. The sappers sometimes tried to ease 
the uphill climbs by cutting zigzag paths, but the steps usually crum¬ 
bled before half the column had passed. Sometimes the ascents were 
so steep that the mules had to be unloaded and their burdens passed 
upwards by relays of hands. Every day was a living hell, with exhausted 
men flopping into an instant sleep at night. 75 

ft took them all of February to reach the Chindwin, but even then 
they were still about 200 miles from their target at Indaw. From what 
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he had seen on the first few days before he returned to base, Wingate 
was secretly cast down, but he put a brave face on it and pretended 
not to be daunted. At the end of the three-week trek he flew in to 
observe the crossing of the Chindwin. Although Fergusson had been 
severely critical of his leader in January and even described him as a 
liar, he continued to be a true believer and said of Wingate: ‘He was 
sometimes wrong in small things but never in big.’ 76 At the time, 
though, Fergusson was exasperated about the small things. When 
Wingate touched down on an improvised airstrip on the far side of 
the Chindwin, Fergusson expected that he would be bringing with 
him 16 Brigade’s second in command and its signals officer. Instead 
he disembarked with four war correspondents and explained to a 
furious Fergusson that it was essential to publicise the Chindits’ activ¬ 
ities. 77 Wingate in turn was infuriated when Fergusson told him that 
16 Brigade could not possibly reach Indaw earlier than 20 March, not 
the date of 5 March Wingate had originally scheduled. The generally 
sour atmosphere was not improved by Wingate’s ardent propagan¬ 
dising for a new fad, turtles’ eggs, which he declared provided singular 
nourishment. Like so many of Wingate’s eccentric ideas, this one did 
not win general approval: turtles’ eggs were found to be no more 
appetising than those of any other reptile, and in fact many of the 
Chindits experienced stomach pains and other digestive problems after 
eating them. One positive development was that No. 1 Air Commando 
successfully dropped rubber boats to supplement the rafts built by the 
troops on the ground, and it was this that made the crossing of the 
Chindwin go so smoothly. Otherwise, Fergusson’s men were not in 
good condition, but Wingate ordered them to attack Lonkin, 20 miles 
west of Kamaing, before proceeding to Indaw; this would be a diver¬ 
sion to help Stilwell. 78 The demoralised and exhausted troops of 16 
Brigade accordingly started to veer off towards Lonkin. Matters did 
not improve. The as-the-crow-flies distance from the Chindwin to 
Indaw was 150 miles, but the reality was that the Chindits would have 
to march 300-400 miles up and down razorback ridges, going from 
tropical storms and mud landslides in the valley to freezing cold but 
nonetheless flyblown conditions on the heights. Two sentries were 
found asleep at their posts and punished with a flogging from a massive 
sergeant major known to the Chindits as ‘Captain Bligh’. 79 This was 
part of the brutal routine of draconian punishment that Wingate, 
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with no legal sanction whatever, had ordained for the Chindit columns, 
and would lead to court-martial proceedings after the war. Eventually 
Fergusson decided to detach two columns only for the assault on 
Lonkin and to proceed towards his objective with the other six. This 
turned out to be a good decision, for Lonkin was found to be virtu¬ 
ally empty of enemy troops. 

Back in the world of military politics and intrigue, Wingate 
continued to exhaust the patience of his nominal superiors, Slim, 
Giffard and Mountbatten. Both the theory and practice of LRP and 
Special Force were irreconcilable with the wider aims of Slim and 
Mountbatten, since Slim wanted to defeat the Japanese at Imphal 
before proceeding to campaigns in Burma, while Mountbatten still 
hankered after amphibious operations in southern Burma. Beyond 
this, ephemeral and contingent factors continued to complicate the 
triangular relationship - triangular because, in terms of deep dynamic, 
Giffard was largely a cipher. Having already lost the battle over the 
four battalions he wanted from Slim’s reserve in 26 Indian Division - 
he had had to make do with 3 West Indian Brigade instead - Wingate 
was determined to win the second confrontation, over the units in 
the Chindits’ second wave. By mid-March Slim was involved in the 
massive battle for Imphal and it would have made no sense to leave 
14 and 23 Brigades idle and on standby when every last man counted 
in this mother of battles. 80 Slim proposed to use the two brigades in 
the defence of Imphal but Wingate, outraged, protested that they 
were his battalions. What was sauce for the goose ... If Slim could 
deny him the use of the reserve in 26 Indian Division, then Wingate 
was entitled to deny Slim the brigades from the second wave. On 9 
March he learned that Slim had actually ordered the two brigades into 
action and flew to Comilla to protest. Patiently Slim explained that 
Wingate’s attitude was dog-in-the-mangerism. It had never been the 
intention to use the reserve brigades in Burma until two to three 
months after the fly-in of the first wave, so use of the second-wave 
brigades in the battle of Kohima did not affect Wingate’s plans one 
iota. 81 To appease the intemperate Wingate, however, Slim agreed to 
release 14 Brigade to him as soon as the crisis at Kohima eased and 
the battle stabilised; he was as good as his word. In this confrontation 
Wingate was being obtuse twice over. It was surely clear that in the 
dramatically changed circumstances of a major Japanese attack on 
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Assam, it made more sense for the Chindits to be assisting Slim, and 
to be attempting to cut Mutaguchi’s communications rather than 
helping Stilwell. 82 Moreover, if the Japanese won at Kohima, the British 
position in Burma would anyway be lost and the Chindit brigades cut 
adrift, left to wander aimlessly, starve, surrender or stage suicide attacks. 
Apart from anything else, Japanese victory at Kohima would mean 
that the Chindits could no longer be supplied from the air, which 
meant sudden death. Slim later confessed that he had been too soft 
with Wingate: he should really have cancelled the entire Operation 
THURSDAY and concentrated on the struggle for Kohima. 83 

Operation THURSDAY'S D-Day was 5 March. In the original 
scheme Fergusson would be attacking Indaw at the very moment of 
the fly-in of 77 and hi Brigades. That morning Slim flew in to the 
gigantic airstrip at Hailakandi from which the operation would be 
launched. A massive flotilla of gliders was parked there, and around 
the edges of the airfield were the Dakotas that would fly them in. 
The plan was for 77 Brigade to fly in in two halves to establish strong¬ 
holds on flat stretches of the Kaukwe valley code-named ‘Piccadilly’ 
and ‘Broadway’ north-east of Indaw while in Brigade established itself 
at ‘Chowringee’, east of Indaw. All the strongholds would be far from 
roads and villages but close to plentiful water supplies. Fergusson’s 
overland expedition would meanwhile set up the fourth stronghold at 
‘Aberdeen’, north-west of Indaw. 84 Everything at Hailakandi seemed 
to be going smoothly until the inevitable hitch occurred. Colonel 
PC. Cochran, very sensibly, had taken the precaution of sending his 
spotter planes out on a reconnaissance of the Kaukwe valley, but 
Wingate was furious and complained about ‘insubordination’ (absurdly, 
as Cochran was not under his command). The aerial photographs 
clearly showed the putative landing space at Piccadilly covered by teak 
logs arranged in four symmetrical lines so as to block any aerial put- 
down; the obvious inference was that the secret of the landings had 
somehow been blown and the Japanese were waiting for them. 
Wingate exploded in fury and told Slim that the Chinese must be the 
traitors. 85 However, since Broadway and Chowringhee had also been 
photographed by aerial reconnaissance, revealing no blockage, Slim 
at first suggested diverting the landings there. Wingate’s blood was 
now up and, inconsolable, he declared that the Japanese ‘must be’ 
preparing an ambush there also. According to Slim, he took Wingate 
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aside and talked to him calmly, outlining a threefold optimistic scenario: 
there was only one obstructed airfield; the Chinese were unlikely to 
have betrayed them; and the Japanese, nervous of Allied airborne 
assault, had blocked a number of likely sites and by chance hit on one 
of the correct ones. He probably did not endear himself by pointing 
out to Wingate that he himself was partly to blame for the blockage 
of Piccadilly, for it was a site he had used on the 1943 expedition and 
a photograph of it had appeared in an American magazine - which 
was how the Japanese knew about it. 86 

Eventually Wingate calmed down, reiterated his feelings about the 
risk and said to Slim: ‘The responsibility is yours/ Slim was uneasy, 
knowing that a wrong decision might well torpedo the entire Burma 
campaign. He then consulted Calvert, who said that he was prepared 
to take the risk. There were just a few nights of the full moon left 
and the Japanese were massing against Imphal, so this might be the 
last chance for LRP. Slim then announced that the operation would 
proceed. 87 His reasoning was fourfold: the Chindits were keyed to a 
pitch of readiness and would never be able to regain that peak if not 
used now; he could not let Stilwell down, having promised him a 
diversionary attack; he could not leave Fergusson and 16 Brigade 
isolated and twisting in the wind at Aberdeen; if he kept the Dakotas 
and gliders crowded together on the airfield, it was probable that the 
Japanese would discover them and destroy them. 88 Wingate seemed 
to greet the decision with relief, but now another wrangle developed 
as he announced that the troops originally destined for Piccadilly would 
go to Chowringhee instead. Slim did not like this, as Chowringhee 
was on the eastern shore of the Irrawaddy whereas the railway and 
road links to be cut were on the western side. Another confrontation 
with Wingate loomed, but fortunately Calvert too opposed 
Chowringhee, as did Cochran, the US air commander, who pointed 
out that the new airstrip was very different in configuration and he 
would not have time to rebrief his pilots. When Air Marshal John 
Baldwin, in charge of the Tactical Air Force, also opposed 
Chowringhee, Wingate accepted the majority decision and switched 
the Piccadilly-destined brigade to Broadway instead. The entire consul¬ 
tation had lasted just 70 minutes. Cochran caught the spirit of the 
proceedings by jumping on the bonnet of a jeep and calling to his 
fliers: ‘Say, fellers, we've got a better place to go!’ 89 



It was decided that the number of gliders should be reduced from 
80 to 61 and that they should all go to Broadway. Calvert's men and 
Cochran's American pilots were quickly rebriefed. The code words 
SOYA LINK (failure) and PORK SAUSAGE (success) were agreed. 
Shortly after 6 p.m. the Dakotas took off with their gliders, only 72 
minutes behind schedule. 90 Each plane took two gliders. There had 
been impassioned debate about the wisdom and practicality of this, 
as the Dakotas had only ever towed one glider before, but Slim, 
Wingate and Cochran had been among the optimists. It turned out 
that the pessimists were right. Soon Slim's headquarters received the 
depressing message SOYA LINK, which was naturally taken to mean 
that the Japanese had been waiting for the Chindits. Slim reported: 
‘So the Japanese had ambushed Broadway! Wingate was right and I 
had been wrong. He gave me one bitter look and walked away. I had 
no answer for him.' 91 Then gradually more and more signals were 
deciphered and the position became clear. There had been no enemy 
ambush, but 26 of the 61 gliders had crashed. The Dakotas proved to 
be unable to tow two gliders after all, and the strain was simply too 
great. The steep climb at the beginning of the flight - necessary to 
clear the mountains - put too great a drag on the nylon ropes and 
some of them snapped. Other aircraft overheated and used more fuel 
than expected, so some of them had to make emergency landings; a 
few gliders even had the bad luck to land near Japanese forces. Even 
those that reached Broadway did not usually escape unscathed; several 
crash-landed and those coming in after them skidded into the wreckage 
in a general pile-up. Surprisingly only 23 men were killed, though 
several were badly injured. On the other hand, 400 Chindits landed 
safely the first night, along with stores. What triggered the dramatic 
code word SOYA LINK was that from the air the glider wreckage 
looked like a Japanese ambuscade. 92 There was further irony. The 
crashed gliders actually helped with deception and disinformation, for 
when the Japanese found glider wreckage all the way from Assam to 
the Irrawaddy, they were at a loss to divine Allied intentions, ft later 
transpired that the ‘ambush' at Piccadilly was no such thing. By mere 
chance the piles of logs had been left there by Japanese woodcutters, 
who had brought the timber up from the river by elephant for drying. 
There was universal relief next morning when the codeword PORK 
SAUSAGE was received and the fly-in could recommence. 93 
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Wingate had reached rock bottom on the night of the 5 th when 
SOYA LINK was received. As he retired to bed, Derek Tulloch 
expressed the hope that tomorrow would bring better things. Wingate 
dismissed him as a ‘bloody optimist’. The most optimistic was Baldwin, 
who said he would return to Imphal and lay on a fighter sweep for 
the morning. 94 . By contrast 6 March was a day of triumph, with 55 
Dakotas reaching Broadway and the first flights putting down at 
Chowringhee. Between 5 and n March, No. 1 Air Commando and 177 
Wing RAF flew 579 Dakota sorties, landing 9,000 men, 1,300 animals 
and 250 tins of stores without loss. 95 By n March all of Calvert’s 77 
Brigade and half of Lentaigne’s 111 Brigade were at Broadway. There 
was a last-minute decision to scale down the operations at Chowringhee, 
so after 9 March no more reinforcements were sent there. The idea of 
establishing a stronghold there was abandoned in favour of something 
closer to guerrilla activities; for a night or two the other half of 
Lentaigne’s brigade dug in together with the Kachin levies who had 
been sent to raise the local tribes, then they moved off. It turned out 
to be a wise decision, for five hours after the Chindits left Chowringhee, 
the Japanese pulverised the area with saturation bombing. Broadway, 
on the other hand, conformed to Wingate’s dreams. There Calvert set 
up a true stronghold, complete with a hospital, shops, farms, chicken 
runs and cultivated fields - for all the world like a permanent settle¬ 
ment. Yet the fire-eating Calvert was not interested in homesteads or 
colonies. Leaving behind a garrison of two battalions, he took the bulk 
of his forces on a march across the Gangaw range and the deep Kaukwe 
Chaung to find a suitable location for a subsidiary stronghold - one 
that would block Japanese communications to Myitkyina from the 
south. 96 Within days 77 Brigade collided with the enemy. When the 
Chindits reached the railway at Kenu on 18 March there ensued a battle 
as savage as a medieval combat, with ferocious hand-to-hand fighting 
- ‘rifle and bayonet against two-handed feudal sword, kukri against 
bayonet, no quarter to the wounded, while hand-grenades lobbed over 
the heads of the combatants incessantly’. 97 The small-scale battle of 
Pagoda Hill, as it was called, cost Calvert’s men 23 dead and 64 wounded 
(a Victoria Cross was also won), but they counted 42 Japanese dead on 
the battlefield afterwards. Near the battlefield Calvert founded his 
second stronghold, codenamed ‘White City’. 

With 12,000 men now ‘inserted in the enemy’s guts’, to use Wingate’s 
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picturesque phrase, and the strongholds seemingly working out well, 
it was time for triumphalism. On n March Wingate issued a self- 
congratulatory order of the day, full of fustian rhetoric, and next day 
communicated directly with Churchill in similar mode. 98 The 
pendulum of the bipolar manic-depressive cycle had now swung back 
with a vengeance. But Wingate in this mood was almost bound to 
make enemies, and in a single week he managed to inveigle himself 
into three separate conflicts. The first, incredibly, was with Colonel 
Cochran, to whom he owed so much. Many observers thought that 
Wingate had been simply incompetent in failing to order aerial recon¬ 
naissance of his target landing areas, and his later lame excuse that to 
send out planes on such a mission would alert the Japanese fooled 
nobody. 99 Cochran had made good his error, but instead of gratitude, 
Wingate railed at the American s ‘insubordination . To show who was 
boss, he flew in six Spitfires to Broadway without notifying Cochran. 
A furious Cochran, who was not in the least overawed by the English 
prophet, protested vociferously that Wingate had ‘bounced' him and 
was giving the credit due to his fliers to the RAF, whom he described 
as mere headline-chasers. This was a potential cause celebre that could 
have gone all the way up to General 'Hap' Arnold, Wingate's staunch 
supporter. Swallowing hard, Wingate was obliged to forward Cochran's 
complaint to Air Chief Marshal Joubert, Mountbatten's talented head 
of publicity, together with a rare apology. 100 Having shown himself 
inept at public relations, Wingate then proceeded to hammer the point 
home with an angry confrontation with Mountbatten. There had been 
disagreement about whether it was wise to publicise the Chindit oper¬ 
ations (Slim thought it a mistake to do so), but the news soon leaked 
out and was given extensive coverage in Frank Owen's SEAC news¬ 
paper, though without mentioning Wingate or the Chindits by name. 
In a towering rage, Wingate ascribed the situation to the usual jeal¬ 
ousy and back-stabbing directed against him and issued an order 
forbidding SEAC to be distributed to his men. He had jumped the 
gun, for Owen was preparing to do a follow-up edition in which 
Wingate and the Chindits would receive full credit. For his own rather 
machiavellian reasons, Slim eventually agreed with Owen that 
Wingate's name should be mentioned; his reasoning was that the 
Japanese would think it simply a reprise of his small-scale 1943 oper¬ 
ation and not take it seriously until it was too late. 101 
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Wingate now chose to escalate this dispute with Owen by sending 
a cable to Joubert saying that he could not answer for the morale of 
his troops in the light of this overt slap in the face and informing him 
that SEAC was now contraband among the Chindits. In his typical 
bull-in-a-china-shop way, Wingate had not seen through all the impli¬ 
cations of his action and sent the cable en clair so that it went through 
normal channels and was read by cipher and signals staff. As such it 
was a public attack on Mountbatten’s entire organisation. On 19 March 
the Supreme Commander issued a stiff reprimand: 

Has it not occurred to you that your assumption, that people are going 
to try and belittle or conceal the doings of your party, makes it all the 
more difficult for me to ensure that they get the correct measure of 
credit? For instance, your letter was quite unsuitable for circulating to 
Air HQ ... In future I suggest that when you consider a direct response 
from me is necessary, that this should be written entirely objectively 
without any note of bitterness being allowed to creep in. If you wish 
to let off steam I don’t mind your doing so in a covering letter which 
no-one else sees, but if you mix vituperation and factual accounts it 
merely means that the factual accounts cannot be circulated. Your 
astounding telegram to Joubert has made me realise how you have 
achieved such amazing success in getting yourself disliked by people 
who are only too ready to be on your side .’ 102 

Mountbatten was in a peculiarly difficult position. Temperamentally 
disliking conflict, and knowing that Wingate was Churchill’s favourite, 
he had nonetheless become increasingly disillusioned with him as the 
loosest of loose cannons, and in any case, the proud and egomaniacal 
Supreme Commander would never tolerate a challenge to his pres¬ 
tige or amour-propre. Wingate’s many supporters have always resented 
Mountbatten’s part in his Burma career, accusing him of duplicity and 
insincerity; it is alleged that he never thought Chindit 2 would get off 
the ground, but that when it did and achieved initial success, he was 
keen to take the credit himself. Tulloch was a particular critic of 
Mountbatten on this score. ‘Mountbatten may well have felt a sense 
of shame in committing his friend to an operation which he himself 
had opposed and which he had no intention of exploiting even if it 
was successful.’ 103 There was more to it than that. It is doubtful that 
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Mountbatten ever was a ‘friend' of Wingate. Both men wanted to be 
the supreme figure in Burma and were in a sense competing for the 
same space. Wingate often complained that Mountbatten did not keep 
him fully informed about top-level decision-making and signals from 
Churchill and Roosevelt, but Mountbatten considered that was not 
Wingate's business; in his view it was part of the definition of a 
supreme commander that he did not have to share secret information 
with a subordinate. Wingate, of course, regarded himself as a partner, 
not a subordinate. There is more merit in the idea that by early March 
Mountbatten committed himself more strongly to LRP because he 
was increasingly the target of hostile press criticism in the United 
States, alleging that he was a ‘do nothing' waffler; so concerned was 
FDR by this that he communicated with Churchill about it on 25 
February. 104 

Wingate was always keen to be at the front, so he visited Broadway 
on 7 March and Chowringhee on the 8 th . He would probably have 
commuted between the strongholds indefinitely, had not Tulloch 
stressed to him the importance of being at headquarters; if not, hard 
pressed as they were at Imphal, the trinity of Mountbatten, Giffard 
and Slim might simply cancel THURSDAY. But it was difficult to 
keep him away, and the next tour of inspection took him to the 
subsidiary stronghold that the dauntless Calvert had established from 
Broadway: the so-called White City. Next (20 March) he flew to the 
Meza valley, where Fergusson had at last set up Aberdeen. 105 Against 
Fergusson's protests that his exhausted men needed rest, Wingate 
insisted that there must be no let-up, as this would allow the enemy, 
at present unprepared, to build up his strength at Indaw. He sugared 
the pill by saying that he guaranteed back-up from the reserve 14 
Brigade, at which Fergusson reluctantly agreed to attack the Indaw 
airfields. 106 What Wingate did not tell Fergusson was that his real 
intention for his reserves was to present Mountbatten with a fait 
accompli. He had been forced to sign Slim and Giffard's unwelcome 
orders, but once he had control of 14 Brigade he intended to attack 
the rear of the Japanese attacking Imphal. In this way the limited 
aims of THURSDAY he had signed up to would be converted into 
the more ambitious plans for a general campaign involving Indochina 
that he had always cherished and in his secret heart never given up. 107 
From Aberdeen he flew to Broadway, and then met Tulloch at 
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Lalaghat. Tulloch gave him the alarming news that the situation at 
Imphal was so serious that Slim was now seriously considering taking 
the reserve Chindit brigades (14 th and 23 rd Brigade) into the 14 th Army 
defending that position. Slim had told Tulloch this in confidence, with 
strict instructions that he should not alarm Wingate by passing on 
the news, but Tulloch’s loyalty to Wingate overcame all other consid¬ 
erations; besides, he had always disliked Slim. 108 Wingate's immediate 
reaction was to fly to Comilla for yet another confrontation with 
Slim. The commander of 14 th Army was sympathetic and said he had 
no desire to stymie the Chindits; but Wingate should understand how 
serious the situation at Kohima now was. Finally the two men agreed 
a compromise: 14 Brigade would neither be amalgamated into the 
14 th Army nor sent to help Fergusson at Indaw. Instead it would 
proceed to a point 15 miles west of Wuntho and 60 miles south-west 
of Aberdeen to set up yet another stronghold where it could sever 
Japanese communications; the luckless Fergusson was to be kept in 
the dark about the new development. 109 

There was one obvious snag about the compromise plan: it would 
require aircraft for supply drops, and where were they to come from? 
Allied airpower was now at full stretch in the defence of Imphal, and 
the only other source would be the I lump, which would mean a 
clash with Stilwell, or if not him, with Chiang and 'Hap' Arnold. 
Wingate thought he saw a chance to turn the tables on Slim, whom 
he considered had not been straight with him. He told Slim he was 
going to communicate directly with Churchill; Slim invited him to 
go ahead. Slim's last view of Wingate was at this meeting on 
22 March. 1 said goodbye to him . . . and shook hands with him. As he 
went to the door he turned towards me again and said, a propos of 
nothing in particular, “You are the only senior officer in South East 
Asia who doesn't wish me dead!”' 110 Wingate sent an impassioned 
cable to London, routed through Mountbatten, claiming to be on the 
verge of annihilating four Japanese divisions. The cable read in part: 
‘Get Special Force four transport squadrons now and you will have 
all Burma north of the 24 th parallel plus a decisive defeat. . . General 
Slim gives me his full backing.' 111 Slim complained to Mountbatten 
that Wingate had taken his name in vain, but what he really objected 
to was the hyperbole about four Japanese divisions, which Wingate 
implied he (Slim) was endorsing. As to the general request for four 
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squadrons of Dakotas or similar, Slim in a separate signal to Giffard 
also urged this, though his intention was more direct; if he got 
Churchill’s backing for four more squadrons he intended to use them 
at Imphal, not on LRP operations. 112 Mountbatten, meanwhile, was 
angry that after his recent pep talks with Wingate, the Chindit leader 
still seemed to have no conception of loyalty to the overall SEAC 
command. He called both Giffard and Peirse in for long consulta¬ 
tions before sending Wingate’s cable on, and when he did so (on 
23 March), he added a long covering note to say that neither he, Peirse 
nor Giffard knew why Wingate was requesting the extra planes. 
Churchill, however, immediately agreed to provide them and even 
promised he would mention the Chindits in his next broadcast to the 
nation. 113 

Meanwhile Fergusson, unaware of all these developments, was 
labouring with his exhausted troops towards Indaw. Lacking the 900 
men who had been detached to Lonkin, his force was 3,000 strong 
with 400 mules. They reached the outskirts of the airfield but blun¬ 
dered into Japanese outposts and were then ordered back to Aberdeen 
by Fergusson. The attack on Indaw has always been controversial, but 
was one of those occasions when everything that could do wrong did 
go wrong, simultaneously. 114 At least seven different factors can be 
identified. First, the element of surprise was lost. The initial Japanese 
reaction to THURSDAY was astonishingly complacent. The commander 
of the Japanese air force in Burma, Major General Nazoe Noburu, 
was one of the few to spot the danger and to realise that this was no 
small-scale raid, like the Chindit incursion of 1943. But the arrogant 
know-all Mutaguchi dismissed his warnings and described the latest 
Special Force landings as 'a mouse in a bag’. When the scale and scope 
of the LRP operation was realised, the Japanese called in reinforce¬ 
ments so that Indaw had been shored up by the time Fergusson got 
there. Even here, though, Wingate must carry part of the blame. 
Because he never informed his commanders of his overall plans on 
the ‘need to know’ principle and ‘for reasons of security’, he had not 
told Fergusson that 116 Brigade, in turn ignorant of Fergusson’s inten¬ 
tions, had fed pro-Japanese headmen the ‘disinformation’ that an 
attack on Indaw was planned. The ‘disinformation’ was of course solid 
intelligence. 115 Second, there was a failure of intelligence and recon¬ 
naissance. Fergusson had not realised that there was no water available 
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on the entire stretch between Aberdeen and Indaw, so that his men 
arrived at the target in an almost terminal state of thirst and exhaus¬ 
tion. 116 Third, by an absurd contretemps Fergusson was out of radio 
contact with headquarters for 24 hours because Wingate decided to 
switch his base of operations. Hitherto he had had two different head¬ 
quarters, one at Imphal and one at Sylhet. When it seemed that the 
Japanese might overrun Imphal, he switched completely to Sylhet, but 
the changeover took place on the very days (21-23 March) that 
Fergusson was attacking Indaw, so there was no proper liaison. 117 
Fourth, the Chindits in 16 Brigade turned out to be ill-disciplined and 
poorly trained and ended up firing on each other during the battle 
for Indaw. 118 Fifth, Fergusson did not coordinate his attacks properly, 
so that his assault resembled 'clutching fingers from all sides, and not 
as a fist'. In self-lacerating mode he later accused himself of not having 
adequately followed the precepts of the Master. 119 Sixth, and most 
obviously, Fergusson had been misled and let down by Wingate, since 
he thought he had a guarantee of back-up from 14 Brigade. When he 
was later shown Wingate's written order for the deployment of that 
brigade elsewhere, he remarked bitterly, as so many had before him, 
on Wingate's mendacity: 'At times the truth was simply not in him.' 120 
Finally, and incredibly, Fergusson received a report that the Japanese 
had sealed off his rear and were attacking Aberdeen. Quickly he called 
off the retreat and marched back, only to find that the Nigerian rein¬ 
forcements had arrived in the form of 14 th and 3 rd West African 
Brigade. 121 

While all this was going on, the Japanese had launched another 
ferocious attack against White City, which Calvert and his men beat 
off, but at the cost of 32 killed and 42 wounded. On 24 March, there¬ 
fore, Wingate flew down to Broadway and White City on a 
morale-boosting mission to 77 Brigade. After a side trip to Aberdeen, 
he flew back to Broadway and then on to Imphal. This was the last 
time Calvert ever saw him. The flight back to Imphal was in a 
B-25 Mitchell bomber piloted by Lieutenant Brian Hodges of the 
USAAF with a crew of five and four passengers, Wingate, his ADC 
and two war correspondents. 122 The plane reached Imphal at 
6.23 p.m. and was closely guarded for the next half an hour before 
taking off at 8 p.m. for the Hailakandi airfield. Half an hour later 
it crashed into the Naga hills west of Imphal, near the village of 
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Thilon. Cochran requested that Special Force send out a search 
party, which next morning found all the signs of a high-impact crash; 
almost certainly all the plane's occupants were killed instantly The 
usual culprits in the case of an air crash were cited: freak weather, 
engine failure, pilot error. But because this was Wingate, there was 
a general reluctance to accept that this was a routine accident, such 
as had accounted for thousands of airborne combatants in Burma. 
The official investigation concluded that there had been engine 
failure and that the pilot had unsuccessfully tried to return to 
Imphal. 123 Many other theories were tested but found wanting. 
Sabotage was ruled out, because the B-25 was so closely guarded 
all the time, and anyway nobody knew Wingate's intentions or flight 
plans, so there was simply no time for a bomb to have been planted. 
Thunderstorms or turbulence were cited as possibilities, but all the 
pilots in the air in the area that day confirmed that all thunder¬ 
storms were local and could easily be circumvented. Slim opted for 
extreme turbulence, even though the pilots' testimony also ruled 
that out. ‘The wreckage was eventually found on the reverse side 
of a ridge,' he wrote, ‘so that it was unlikely that the aircraft had 
flown into the hill. The most probable explanation is that it had 
suddenly entered one of those local storms of extreme turbulence 
so frequent in the area. These were difficult to avoid at night, and 
once in them an aeroplane might be flung out of control, or even 
have its wings torn off.' 124 Opinions differ on weather conditions 
that day, but majority opinion is that they were not too bad. This 
disposes of the canard that the American pilot, Lieutenant Hodges, 
had not wanted to take off but the imperious and impatient Wingate 
browbeat him into doing so. Another view is that the pilot mistook 
the altitude and was flying too low, and this has some support from 
eyewitnesses. Yet another theory, based on reports that the plane 
was on fire when it crashed, was that the B-25 was carrying cluster 
bombs, which broke loose from the bays, rolled into the fuselage 
and detonated. 125 

Given human nature, it is a moral certainty that several of Wingate's 
old foes in the Indian army were glad to see him go, and there were 
many, whether ironically or not, who cited Shakepeare's words in 
Macbeth: ‘Nothing in his life became him like the leaving it.' From 
those who had known him well the reaction ranged from stupefaction 
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through sadness to stoical acceptance. ‘Who will look after us now?’ 
said Captain Richard Rhodes-James. ‘Our master was gone and we, 
his masterpiece, were now ownerless.’ 126 Forgetting all his recent stric¬ 
tures and animadversions on his turbulent subordinate, and perhaps 
with that falsity survivors so often employ towards the troublesome 
dead, Mountbatten wrote to Edwina: ‘I cannot tell you how much I 
am going to miss Wingate. Not only had we become close personal 
friends but he was such a fire-eater, and it was such a help to me 
having a man with a burning desire to fight. He was a pain in the 
neck to the generals over him, but I loved his wild enthusiasm and it 
will be difficult for me to try to inculcate it from above.’ 127 Others 
jumped on the bandwagon and claimed they ‘knew’ Wingate was 
destined for an early death. Aware of the dangers of air travel, Tulloch 
never went in the same plane as Wingate and later came forward to 
say that he had had a premonition of disaster on 24 March and begged 
Wingate not to fly. 128 Wingate himself had an innate dislike of flying 
but used willpower to overcome his fear. His attitude was that if he 
listened to people like Tulloch, he would never be able to board a 
plane, and that, for the commander of the Chindits, was both intrin¬ 
sically absurd and likely to turn him and his Special Force into a 
laughing stock. Although the senior British commanders had disliked 
Wingate intensely, they had always tried to make allowances for him 
and to try to value his positive side while ignoring his many blem¬ 
ishes. As Rhodes-James pointed out: ‘They also protected him from 
himself when he did and said things he should not have done or 
said.’ 129 Some thought Wingate lucky in his death, for his premature 
end meant that his strategic theories were never fully refuted by events, 
as they would have been had he lived and continued at the helm. This 
allowed the legend of Wingate the peerless paladin to develop; it is 
still alive today. 130 Perhaps the most judicious overall estimate came 
from Slim: 

With him, contact had too often been collision, for few could meet so 
stark a character without being violently attracted or repelled. To most 
he was either prophet or adventurer. Very few could regard him dispas¬ 
sionately; nor did he care to be so regarded. I once likened him to 
Peter the Hermit preaching his Crusade. I am sure that many of the 
knights and princes that Peter so fierily exhorted did not like him very 
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much - but they went crusading all the same. The trouble was, I think, 
that Wingate regarded himself as a prophet, and that always leads to a 
single-centredness that verges on fanaticism, with all his faults. Yet had 
he not done so, his leadership could not have been so dynamic, nor 
his personal magnetism so striking . 131 
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Even as Operation THURSDAY began and the campaign in the Arakan 
continued, simultaneously the Japanese opened a massive offensive in 
what would prove to be a four-month battle, the Stalingrad of the 
East. Slim knew that the enemy was planning a great push that they 
hoped would take them to Delhi, but his intelligence indicated that 
the battle would be joined on or around 15 March 1944. In fact the 
Japanese made their move a week earlier. Although Slim's sources 
were far superior to those of his opponents, whose approach both to 
intelligence-gathering and its analysis was embarrassingly amateurish, 
they were, by the standards of the war in Europe, woefully inade¬ 
quate. Slim sometimes made coded references to the fact that, unlike 
Montgomery, he was not given access to ULTRA and the other 
advanced cipher-cracking techniques. 1 Reliant mainly on human intel¬ 
ligence, he faced the problem that the various espionage agencies were 
almost more interested in stealing a march on each other than fighting 
the enemy. A major obstacle to clarity was the very plethora of agen¬ 
cies: the American fledgling organisation the OSS (forerunner of the 
CIA); Force 126, responsible for organising guerrilla bands in the 
enemy’s rear; other irregulars known as V-Force, Z-Force and 
Detachment 101, which were part intelligence-gathering and part guer¬ 
rilla; the Indian branch of MI6, known as the Inter-Services Liaison 
Committee; and especially D Division, the deception branch. There 
was much duplication of effort, mutual jealousy and a host of abortive 
or pointless ‘operations’; indeed, there was little point in planting 
double agents or sowing disinformation when the Japanese army paid 
no attention to reports from its own spies and secret police. 2 

Slim’s intelligence, reliable on the enemy’s strength and resources, 
was less so on the intentions of its commanders. Nonetheless, it was 



obvious that the first target for the Japanese must be Imphal, for this 
was the key position in Manipur province, on the border with Burma; 
its capture would allow them to break into the Brahmaputra valley, 
cut all communications with Ledo, and thus end all prospects of Allied 
operations in Burma or China. 3 The town of Imphal was now a busy 
complex of army camps, tarmac roads, cottage hospitals, supply 
dumps, ordnance depots and engineer parks; some said the 600 square 
miles of the plain was like a gigantic campsite, but especially vulner¬ 
able to land attack, since it was surrounded on all sides by high ground. 
The geography of Imphal was peculiarly difficult. The great plain, 
30 miles long and 20 miles wide, at an elevation of 2,600 feet, was 
surrounded by jungle-clad mountains: to the north-east were the Naga 
hills, with summits as high as 5,000 feet, while to the south were the 
even loftier Chin hills, with peaks between 6,000 and 9,000 feet. 4 The 
terrain made Imphal difficult to supply, for there were only two roads 
between Manipur and Assam, only one of which was all-weather. To 
the north, a road ran through high passes for 148 miles to the key 
railway terminal at Dimapur via the mountain village of Kohima in 
the Naga hills. When the first detachment of Japanese crossed the 
Chindwin on 8 March, aiming for Imphal, they caught Slim unpre¬ 
pared. Part of the problem was that his deputy, Lieutenant General 
Geoffrey Scoones, who commanded 4 Corps on the Assam front, had 
been preparing contingency plans for a limited offensive across the 
Chindwin in spring 1944, to support both Stilwell and Wingate. 5 The 
result was that two of the three divisions nominally based at Imphal 
were deployed far to the south: 17 Indian Division, under General 
‘Punch 5 Cowan, was at Tiddim, 163 miles south of Imphal in the Chin 
hills, linked to Imphal by a dirt track that could be cut with ease by 
an enemy; 20 Indian Division, meanwhile, commanded by Major 
General Douglas Gracey, was at Tamu, 30 miles south-east of Imphal, 
whence a metalled road ran 25 miles to the all-important airfield at 
Palel on the edge of the Imphal plain. Although the two divisions 
were reasonably close to one another as the crow flies, the moun¬ 
tainous country meant they could not support one another in the 
event of an attack; both would have to return to the Imphal plain and 
then re-exit by the other route. 6 

The Japanese attack on Imphal was directed by the wildly ambi¬ 
tious General Mutaguchi Renya, who made the eccentric direction to 
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remain at Maymyo while doing so, out of close contact with his battle¬ 
field commanders. Seeing that Scoones had made all the correct 
defences against expected conventional attacks, Mutaguchi intended 
to seize Imphal by a combination of guile, surprise and dislocation. 
He correctly surmised that, if threatened, Scoones would try to hold 
both Tiddim and Tamu in strength, so disguised his main assault with 
a subsidiary attack to isolate Cowan at Tiddim by cutting the road to 
Imphal. He would then attack along the road from Tamu to Palel, 
forcing Scoones to commit his reserves (23 Indian Division based at 
Imphal under Major General Ouvry Roberts) to the two threatened 
sectors of Tiddim and Tamu. When all Scoones’s troops were engaged 
in the south, Mutaguchi would then attack in the north and east. 7 The 
attack from the east would consist of 6,000 troops travelling with 
horses and bullocks. These would advance through the wild country 
between the Chindwin and north-eastern Imphal, following a line 
through Ukhrul, Sangshak and Litan, block the road north to Kohima, 
then cross to the west of the road and fall on Imphal from the unex¬ 
pected direction of north-west. A back-up force of another 4,000 would 
pass through Ukhrul and establish itself on the Kohima-Imphal road, 
blocking any attempt to reinforce Imphal from the north. Meanwhile 
20,000 men would attack Kohima to sever the link between Imphal 
and Dimapur and the Brahmaputra valley. Assailed from four main 
directions and completely cut off by land, Imphal would be slowly 
throttled to death. It was a bold and ingenious plan, but Mutaguchi 
made three unwarranted assumptions: that Cowan and Gracey could 
be pinned down in the south; that the Anglo-Indian forces would panic 
and flee when outflanked by the Japanese, as they had in 1942-43; and 
worst of all, that his troops could hit all these complex targets while 
travelling light and carrying ioo-pound loads. 8 Taking a huge logis¬ 
tical risk, Mutaguchi gambled that the element of surprise would 
outweigh the Japanese lack of heavy artillery, and that his men would 
be able to live off the land. Overconfident of taking Imphal within a 
month, he boasted that it would fall in 10 days and therefore provided 
his units with just 20 days' food supplies. Carrying rice, they could 
presumably hunt, fish and loot for the rest; or so he assumed. 9 

For his offensive Mutaguchi used three divisions - the 15 th , 31 st and 
33 rd - together with some units of the so-called Indian National Army, 
though these were not used in the front line but mainly in propaganda 
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exercises to persuade Indian troops serving under Slim to desert or 
join the other side. He began by sending regiments of the 33 rd to cut 
off Cowan at Tiddim. One regiment set out on 7 March and the other 
the next day, crossing the Manipur river below Tiddim and then moving 
upstream on the west bank to try to outflank Cowan. 10 The British 
responded slowly to this threat - so slowly that they only just avoided 
disaster. Slim had left the decision on the exact date for withdrawing 
17 and 20 Divisions back to Imphal to Scoones, but Scoones was un¬ 
accountably tardy and even discounted Cowan s reports of enemy 
activity. Increasingly concerned that he would be cut off, Cowan 
decided to act unilaterally and gave the order to retreat, in so doing 
ignoring Scoones’s explicit orders to hold firm. By the time Scoones 
finally woke up to the danger and formally ordered a retreat (13 March), 
the division was already on its way, whereupon Scoones put in an offi¬ 
cial report claiming that Cowan was the one who had moved too 
slowly. 11 Slim, characteristically, took the blame for this slow reaction, 
thus covering up for his favourite. To make up for his error, Scoones 
sent 37 and 49 Brigades to assist Cowan, and Ouvry Roberts sent down 
reinforcements as well. Even so, it was touch and go for a while. For 
the next three weeks Cowan's 16,000 troops, 2,500 vehicles and 3,500 
mules fought their way northwards; the whole division went on foot, 
as transport was reserved for stores, ammunition and wounded. The 
Japanese followed the rear column cautiously, concentrating on 
working around the division and cutting the road ahead. General 
Motozo Yanakida, leading the pursuers, was a realist who already 
considered he was being asked to do far too much with the resources 
at his disposal, but his chief of staff, Colonel Tanaka, was another 
gung-ho enthusiast for Mutaguchi and his quixotic ideas and thus inter¬ 
preted every piece of caution by Yanakida as cowardice. Angry 
exchanges between Yanakida and Tanaka hardly helped the Japanese 
cause. 12 

The retreat from Tiddim constituted what Slim called a 'Neapolitan 
ice of layers'. What he meant by this was that the two Anglo-Indian 
brigades, 37 and 49, were pressing down from Imphal on to Japanese 
forces trying to block the road north, who in turn were between the 
retreating 17 Indian Division and its pursuers. 13 There was a fierce 
battle at Tonzang on 17 March, where the Japanese came off second 
best, and more heavy fighting from 22-25 March along the high ridges 
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lining the road, with the same result, justifying Yanakida’s complaint 
that he had not been given the wherewithal to do his job. All the time 
divisional engineers were blowing up the road behind them in several 
places, also leaving 400 booby traps and delayed-action demolitions. 14 
When the rearguard crossed the Manipur bridge on 26 March, blowing 
it up once they were across, the worst was over. Only skirmishes were 
necessary thereafter to clear the road to the north, and on 5 April 
17 Division arrived on the Imphal plain. Theirs was a fine achieve¬ 
ment, but the fact remained that Yanakida had come close to encircling 
an entire Anglo-Indian division because of initial poor intelligence and 
dithering. It was an inauspicious start to Slim's direction of the 
campaign, but valuable lessons were learned. The RAF had been instru¬ 
mental in blunting Japanese initiatives, and it was already apparent 
that the Japanese had seriously underrated this factor. As Slim said: 
'Had not our fighters maintained continuous cover and given quick 
support at call, the withdrawal, if it could have been carried out at 
all, would have been a much grimmer and more protracted affair, 
with serious consequences to the main battle around Imphal.' 15 One 
can go further and state with conviction that the encirclement and 
annihilation of Cowan's 17 Division would have made Japanese victory 
at Imphal a moral certainty. The one thing Mutaguchi could not afford 
was time. Because of the tenuous supply and logistical situation, 24 
hours was a long time in his scheme of things. Even more ominous, 
could he but have read the runes, was that 17 Indian Division had 
shown no signs of panic. It was clear that 1942 was not going to be 
repeated. The ludicrous Japanese ideas of effortless superiority and 
contempt for their foes, as also their voluntarist belief that the moral 
can always overcome the material, had taken a serious knock. 16 

There was even heavier fighting in the south-eastern sector, which 
would develop into one of the main theatres of the entire four-month 
campaign. Gracey, in charge of 20 Indian Division, had been extremely 
reluctant to leave his prepared position at Moreh when ordered to do 
so by Scoones and actually sent in a formal protest. 17 When Scoones 
repeated the order, 20 Division set about a task of mass destruction, 
slaughtering cattle and burning oil, destroying in all £1 million worth 
of supplies to prevent them falling into Japanese hands. The division 
then completed a 38-mile march north-west along the road through 
Tamu and Tengnoupal before digging in on the Shennam saddle, 
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holding fortified positions overlooking the road between Tengnoupal 
and the all-important airfield at Palel, just 25 miles from Imphal. Here 
they would remain for the next two months, as the Japanese tried to 
force their way through the intricate network of hills and the British 
counterattacked; the struggle went on in a see-saw fashion, with hills 
being taken and retaken, changing hands over and over again. 18 But 
now the southern front was stabilised to Slim's satisfaction. Despite 
the numerous blunders that disfigured the first month of the fmphal 
campaign, Slim was always confident he would win in the long run. 
The enemy, it seemed to him, was playing into his hands. He had long 
pondered the conundrum about how, with limited manpower, he 
could ever get a credible army across the Chindwin into Burma. Now 
the Japanese were coming to him in a context where he could exploit 
every advantage of aircraft, armour and artillery, while the enemy 
was weak on logistics and supply. If only he could keep them in the 
ring until the monsoon came, Slim was confident that he could destroy 
the whole of Mutaguchi’s 84,000-strong host. He therefore allowed 
Mutaguchi to advance deep into Manipur province, planning to destroy 
him on the periphery of Imphal plain. 19 His defence was constructed 
around self-supporting bastions capable of holding out for 10 days, 
and in the meantime he intended to flood in reinforcements and bring 
overwhelming force to bear. He had many winds of fortune at his 
back. The Japanese military culture, with its hatred of defeat, always 
led its commanders to take risks with logistics, and Mutaguchi was 
even more of a headstrong gambler than most other knights of 
bushido; it was entirely plausible that he would push his troops beyond 
the limit of their endurance. 20 

Of course Slim was taking risks himself, of which there were glaring 
ones. The first was that the withdrawal of 17 and 20 Divisions would 
affect morale adversely; the second was that the defences of Imphal 
might not be strong enough to withstand Mutaguchi’s furious 
onslaught; and the third, most serious of all, was that he would not 
be able to reinforce 4 Corps fast enough. When nerves of steel and 
extreme mental toughness were required, one could ask no better 
than Slim. Although the stress on him was enormous - shuttling in 
draughty planes between different command centres while suffering 
from a bad back, and keeping track not just of the multiple foci in 
the battle for Imphal but also of Operation THURSDAY and the 
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closing stages of the Arakan campaign - he cultivated a surface of 
perpetual calm and unflappability. He had a favourite saying: ‘Those 
who matter don't worry and those who worry don't matter.' 21 Even 
at this late stage some highly placed Allied commanders urged that 
the best way to respond to the enemy onslaught at Imphal was a 
counterattack across the Chindwin. But Slim considered this advice 
mere armchair generalship, since he had already considered that option 
and discounted it. Both the Chindwin scenarios - fighting with all 
available forces on both banks of the river, or a full-scale invasion of 
Burma - meant confronting the enemy at its strongest where British 
lines of communication would be precarious. Only the battle on the 
Imphal plain allowed Slim to fight on ground of his own choosing, 
where he could be confident of eventually overwhelming Mutaguchi 
with hugely superior numbers and armament. 22 Nevertheless, he went 
through some nervous moments in March, when he made three bad 
errors of judgement: not wishing to act towards Scoones as Noel Irwin 
had towards him, he refrained from ‘micromanaging', only to find 
that Scoones nearly lost 17 Indian Division by his slowness; he 
completely failed to anticipate an attack in divisional strength on 
Kohima; and, it turned out, he had left the eastern approach to Kohima 
uncovered and undefended. 23 

The last was possibly the most serious mistake. To his everlasting 
regret, Slim failed to anticipate a thrust by 15 Japanese Division through 
Ukhrul, Litan and Sangshak. The 15 th Division crossed the Chindwin 
near Thaungdut on the night of 15-16 March as part of Mutaguchi's 
second wave, and advanced through the hills ‘like a ball of fire', making 
for Sangshak and Litan prior to the attack on Imphal from the east 
and north. Travelling light and moving fast through the jungle, the 
Japanese reached Ukhrul late on 18 March, just 50 miles from Imphal. 
At the same time, 31 Japanese Division crossed the Chindwin in eight 
columns and spread out like the probing fingers of an extended hand, 
one column supporting 15 Japanese Division around Ukhrul, another 
cutting the road to Kohima north of Imphal, another aiming for 
Jessami, south-east of Kohima. 24 The idea was that in the end the hand 
would close, and all columns would converge to take out Kohima. 
The thrust near Ukhrul took the British by surprise; no major attack 
had been expected in this sector, and there were few defences. Since 
the original defence force in this area, 49 Brigade, had been rushed 
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south to relieve the pressure on 17 Indian Division, Scoones had to 
order in the 3,000-strong Indian Parachute Regiment as a makeshift 
defence. The Indian Parachute Regiment and one brigade of 23 
Division dug in to defend Ukhrul, but after two days' hard fighting 
they were flushed out by the enemy. 25 The Anglo-Indian units then 
re-formed and made another stand at Sangshak, five miles to the south, 
where from 21 to 26 March ferocious combat took place. The fighting 
was at very close quarters, with mortars and mountain batteries 
blasting away virtually at point-blank range. 26 There was a terrible 
bloodbath on 23 March, with the Indian Parachute Brigade, 
commanded by Tim Hope-Thomson, dug in at a position some 800 
yards by 300 in the crater of an extinct volcano. The Japanese attacked 
every night in a vain attempt to dislodge them, but events turned their 
way when a supply drop dumped most of the food and ammunition 
on the Japanese lines by mistake. The Japanese were very quick to 
decipher the colour-coding used on the drops (blue for rations, white 
for water, red for ammunition) and to anticipate likely dropping zones. 27 
With both sides at last gasp, the Japanese finally captured the water 
supply, and the remnants of the battered British brigade were ordered 
to disengage and retreat to Imphal. Despite the defeat and the loss of 
600 men, the defenders had bought valuable time that the Japanese 
could not afford. The reason the reluctant Gracey was told to pull out 
of his favourite position at Moreh and retreat to the Shennam ridges 
was that he was in danger of being outflanked by Japanese 15 Division 
after its victory at Sangshak. 28 

Some authorities claim that Sangshak bought a vital five days that 
ensured that Kohima was besieged just too late. Certainly it was a 
taster for things to come, a bloody curtain-raiser to the later terrible 
battles at Kohima and Shennam. When the Japanese took the volcano, 
what they found stunned them: ‘The hill was an appalling sight. The 
charred ruins of the missionary church looked down on the burned 
grass and the few trees. Discarded weapons lay everywhere, and scat¬ 
tered shell fragments. The white bodies of British troops lay with the 
brown and black bodies of the dead Indians, exposed to the sun or 
lying in heaps in foxholes; corpses with bellies scooped out, or head¬ 
less, among the mules swelling and heaving with putrefaction .’ 29 On 
the British side, at headquarters there was dismay among many senior 
officers about Scoones’s overall handling of the first weeks of the 
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campaign, for it was felt that the defeat at Sangshak compounded his 
earlier errors at Tiddim and that the two failures together could have 
been decisive. As always, Slim defended Scoones and praised his cool¬ 
ness, but Ouvry Roberts was bitter, feeling that Scoones was a 
congenital slowcoach; others thought Scoones tired after four years 
of continuous service and temperamentally unsuited to crisis manage¬ 
ment . 30 In any case, he had his hands full with Gracey, who, having 
complained about the withdrawal from Moreh, put in a further protest 
when he was asked to send reinforcements to Sangshak. Not relishing 
yet another march, Gracey asked rhetorically how men fighting their 
own Verdun could be expected to help in the Imphal plain also. Scoones 
replied with some acerbity that if the Japanese succeeded in pene¬ 
trating the Imphal plain, Gracey’s defence at the ‘Verdun on Shennam 
ridge would become irrelevant . 31 

Slim and Scoones also erred in their assessment of Japanese inten¬ 
tions in the far north. They had not spotted the importance in Japanese 
thinking of the village of Imphal, set at 5,000 feet on a loop of the 
Dimapur-Imphal road. Slim, reasonably enough, thought that the 
seizure of Kohima would be attempted only in conjunction with the 
much more important target of Dimapur, a huge supply dump on 
the Ledo-Imphal line, that hub around which Allied activity revolved. 
If Dimapur fell, the province of Manipur would be indefensible, the 
Brahmaputra valley interdicted, Stilwell cut off and all overland supply 
to China at an end. To everyone's surprise, the Japanese decided to 
aim for Kohima instead of Dimapur and to invest it with an entire 
division, not just the single regiment Slim was expecting. 32 Slim thought 
this a fatuous decision by the commander of 31 Japanese Division, 
General Sato Kotoku, and even asked the RAF not to bomb his head¬ 
quarters as he wanted to keep such a prize moron in play as his 
opponent. ‘It never struck him that he could inflict terrible damage 
on us without taking Kohima at all.' 33 More sober judgement under¬ 
scores that Sato did his best with an impossible brief. The decision 
not just to mask Kohima and aim for Dimapur - the logical one - 
was ruled out because the commander-in-chief in Burma, Lieutenant 
General Kawabe Mazakazu, did not trust Mutaguchi and suspected 
him (rightly) of harbouring megalomaniac designs to invade India. 
Operation U-GO had been ‘sold' to Tokyo in the first place on the 
basis that it was a pre-emptive strike to disable 14 th Army and make 
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it unable to invade Burma. In Kawabe’s view, an attack on Kohima 
was still within the permissible ambit of a ‘defensive' strike, whereas 
an assault on Dimapur could only be construed as a genuine offen¬ 
sive against Assam and India. 34 The reason for the attack on Kohima 
in divisional strength thus in the end went back to the long-running 
feud between the two different cliques in the Japanese army. Sato and 
Mutaguchi were actually old enemies. In the 1930s Sato belonged to 
the Tosei-Ha or ‘Control' faction in the army, which believed in collab¬ 
oration with politicians and capitalists. Mutaguchi, on the other hand, 
belonged to the Kodo-Ha or ‘Imperial Way' faction, which was anti- 
Communist, revolutionary and proto-fascist, prepared to assassinate 
politicians and businessmen if they stood in the way. Sato was 
convinced that Mutaguchi wanted to use the Imphal campaign to 
pursue his own fanatical dreams, and was not prepared to sacrifice his 
men needlessly for such a cause. 35 

On 29 March the Japanese cut the Kohima-Imphal road. By the 
end of March Kohima was cut off and Imphal itself under grave threat. 
Slim had always considered that superior airpower gave him poten¬ 
tially the drop hand at Imphal, but this depended on his actually being 
given the planes he needed. With the second Japanese wave not yet 
lauched, on 14 March Slim requested Mountbatten to divert aircraft 
from the Hump to fly in reinforcements; specifically, he needed 260 
Dakota sorties to get the three brigades (9, 123 and 161) of 5 India 
Division transferred from the Arakan front to Imphal, and he there¬ 
fore asked for 30 C-47S for the period 18 March-20 April. This was 
Mountbatten's finest hour, when he demonstrated that he could be 
both tough and decisive. 36 In February he had asked Washington for 
36 DC-3S to cover the emergency in Arakan. FDR gave him 20 C-47S 
as an emergency measure but expressly warned he was not to ask for 
any more in the immediate future. Nothing daunted, Mountbatten 
diverted 30 Hump aircraft to fly in 5 Indian Division from Arakan to 
Imphal (though he had no authority to do so), then followed this up 
on 25 March by asking the Combined Chiefs of Staff for another 40 
planes. 37 Predictably this was refused, but four days later the Chief 
recanted under pressure from Churchill and sent the transports, though 
they were notionally transferred from the Mediterranean theatre; it 
was stipulated that the loan of the aircraft would run out on 15 June. 
There had already been contingency planning to transport an entire 
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division by Dakota, and now the plan was triumphantly carried out. 
It took 758 sorties to transfer two of the brigades of 5 Indian Division 
to Imphal and one to Dimapur. 38 By 29 March the entire 5 Indian 
Division had been flown in from Arakan. Mutaguchi had completely 
underrated the capacity of Allied aircraft to switch entire divisions 
from one theatre to another. With the first part of the air campaign 
a success, Slim switched the transports to the supply of Imphal. Five 
hundred tons a day were dropped - or 150 planeloads, necessitating 
up to five sorties a day for the air crews, as there were other calls on 
the transports. Until his reinforcements were fully in place, Scoones 
cut the ration at Imphal by one-third and sent most non-combatants 
back to India on returning aircraft. 39 

In this initial phase of the battle for Imphal, both Slim and 
Mountbatten began to lose confidence in Giffard, who struck them 
as either unwilling or unable to supply Imphal with what was needed. 
Even before the Japanese attack, on 5 March, Slim had asked for an 
extra division to cover Dimapur and Kohima, but Giffard worried 
about whether the railway could take the strain of transporting 33 
Corps from India. Instead Slim was fobbed off with two battalions of 
50 Indian Parachute Regiment and a promise of two divisions from 
11 Army Group Reserve if it became necessary. He noted with acer¬ 
bity that this ‘was by no means what I asked for' and on 27 March 
formally requested that 2 British Division be sent to Dimapur. 40 He 
and Mountbatten became increasingly concerned by Pownall's slow¬ 
ness and lack of urgency, and Slim's previous good opinion evaporated. 
Mountbatten had already been irritated by Giffard's refusal to yield 
military precedence to him as supreme commander, and the Imphal 
crisis brought the latent conflict to a head. Pownall agreed with his 
boss that Giffard was complacent, arrogant and useless. 41 In May, as 
the struggle for Imphal still raged, Mountbatten tried to persuade 
Giffard to resign on grounds of ill-health; when he refused, 
Mountbatten summarily fired him. Since a suitable replacement could 
not be found quickly, the absurd situation developed where the 
dismissed Giffard was asked to stay on as a stopgap. Surprisingly, he 
accepted, and Slim found him far more useful in this ancillary role 
than when he had been a superior officer. 42 With Giffard sidelined, 
Slim and Mountbatten were able to plan the battle more effectively. 
The basic plan that 4 Corps would hold at Imphal under Scoones 
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while 33 Corps (comprising 2 British Division plus the 5 th and 7 th Indian 
Divisions, which had been flown in from Arakan), under the command 
of General Montagu Stopford, would advance to the relief of Kohima 
and Dimapur. Even here there were some problems, for Stopford 
worried that if too many of his troops were thrown in to defend 
Kohima, there might be nothing left with which to defend the more 
important Dimapur. Slim agreed that this was a risk, but argued that 
the tougher a fight Sato had at Kohima, the more time the British 
would have to arrive at Dimapur. Slim appointed Major General 
R.P.L. Ranking to the immediate command at Kohima, with orders 
to hand over to Stopford and 33 Corps when they arrived in April. 43 

The four-month battle of Kohima-Imphal was a conflict of intri¬ 
cate complexity. Even so experienced a commander as Wavell, when 
he inspected the battlefields later, commented that it seemed to have 
been fought 'in penny packets'. 44 Unlike a conventional battle such as 
Alamein, it consisted of hundreds of chance encounters, dozens of 
disparate setpiece clashes and hand-to-hand conflicts, frontal attacks, 
desperate defences, ambushes and bombing raids, all of which have 
been minutely chronicled but whose details nevertheless will prob¬ 
ably forever be mysterious. Slim described it as an epic that ran ‘across 
great stretches of wild country; one day its focal point was a hill 
named on no map, next a miserable unpronounceable village a hundred 
miles away. Columns, brigades, divisions, marched and counter¬ 
marched, met in bloody clashes and reeled apart, weaving a confused 
pattern hard to unravel.' 45 Slim himself tried to elucidate the confu¬ 
sion by using the analogy of the spokes of a wheel, with Imphal as 
the hub, and reduced the battle to six spokes. Accordingly, the first 
spoke was the road north from Imphal to Kohima, the second followed 
the line of the Iril river valley, the third was the track north-east to 
Ukhrul, the fourth the road to Tamu, the fifth the Tiddim road and 
the sixth the track running from Bishenpur to Silchar. 46 An even simpler 
way to view the battle is to see it as a fourfold affair. Spokes two and 
three form what one might call the central battlefield of Imphal itself; 
spokes five and six form the southern front and spoke four the south¬ 
eastern; while the key event of the entire battle, the struggle around 
Kohima, represents Slim's spoke one. The only way to present the 
events of March-June 1944 lucidly is to deal with each theatre in turn, 
though naturally all these events were going on simultaneously and 
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had mutual influences and impacts; cross-cutting between them merely 
increases the inherent confusion. Another advantage of viewing the 
battle as a quartet is that it also aligns with Slim's progressive tetralogy 
of Kohima-Imphal, when he divided the long battle into four phases: 
concentration, attrition, counteroffensive and pursuit. 47 

The central front, the one nearest Imphal itself, featured Japanese 
15 Division commanded by Lieutenant General Yamauchi Masafumi. 
The division had performed brilliantly in cutting across near-impossible 
jungle country from the Chindwin to Kangpokpi and Kanglatongbi 
and severing the Kohima-Imphal road on 30 March. Yamauchi was 
a surprising choice of commander, as he was a sophisticate who 
had lived abroad and served as military attache in Washington, and 
was thus yet another who did not see eye to eye with the xeno¬ 
phobic Mutaguchi. Even more bizarrely, he was already mortally ill 
with tuberculosis. Mutaguchi compounded his problems by assigning 
to him as his chief of staff another rabid ‘Imperial Way’ devotee. 48 
Aiming directly for Imphal, Yamauchi collided with 5 Indian Division, 
which had just been flown in from the Arakan and put on front¬ 
line duty without a break. Behind them were 17, 20 and 23 Indian 
Divisions and the 254 th Indian Tank Regiment. For the first half of 
April, Japanese 15 Division fought a titanic struggle with 5 Indian 
Division for the key position of the 4,000-foot-high peak of 
Nungshigum, which dominated the northern end of the Imphal plain. 
Disconcerted to find that the enemy outnumbered them and had tanks 
and flame-throwers, the Japanese prepared for a grim experience. 
Scoones directed that 23 Division move up to the support of the Indian 
5 th , confident that he would break the enemy and then pursue north¬ 
east in the direction of Litan and Ukhrul. The gathering crisis at 
Kohima meant that reinforcements had to be diverted there, which 
partly accounted for the more evenly matched encounter that ensued. 
Nungshigum was an uneven ridge three miles long, with two peaks 
jutting 1,500 feet above the plain, and only five miles from 4 Corps’s 
headquarters in Imphal. 49 The Japanese easily secured the northern 
peak, but had a hard time with the southern one. First the Indian 
Brigade secured it but were attacked before they could dig in; forced 
off the top, they came back next day and recaptured it; but were finally 
driven back conclusively on 11 April, when Yamauchi attacked it with 
all his strength. On the 12 th , the British retook the southern summit 
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and then lost it again. Finally, on 13 April, they were able to bring to 
bear their overwhelming superiority in planes and tanks. Bombers 
dropped their loads almost at treetop level, while all Japanese plans 
were thrown into disarray when the British scaled both peaks with 
tanks - something Yamauchi had considered impossible. 50 

Devastated by the defeat at Nungshigum and reluctantly concluding 
he had no answer to the enemy’s tanks, Yamauchi ordered his men 
to dig in around Sengmai and Kanglatongbi so as to hang on to the 
Kohima-Imphal road. In April the RAF flew 6,000 sorties and dropped 
1,000 bombs in this sector but without making much impression on 
Japanese bunkers. 51 Meanwhile 23 Indian Division advanced from 
Nunshigum along the Ukhrul and Iril valley ‘spokes’, cleaning out 
pockets of resistance and setting up roadblocks in their rear. Between 
16 April and 7 May there was heavy fighting to eject the Japanese from 
a position on the Mapao spur dividing the Iril valley from the 
Imphal-Kohima road. Anglo-Indian attacks were met with fierce 
Japanese counterattacks; 23 Division cleared the enemy from the 
southern parts of their position, but could not deliver the coup de grace. 
On 20 May the Japanese evacuated their forward positions after another 
tremendous struggle, and on the 21 st Kanglatongbi, taken by the 
Japanese on 9 April, was recovered. Still Yamauchi refused to give up. 
Nevertheless, the Japanese were now beleaguered, Imphal was no 
longer threatened on its doorstep and the situation on the central 
front could be regarded as contained and stabilised. 52 Japanese 15 
Division had been almost wiped out. Under strength to begin with, 
Yamauchi’s men had then lost heavily at Nungshigum, while the 
survivors faced starvation as Mutaguchi’s promised rations failed to 
arrive. To cap it all, as Yamauchi admitted, his men simply had no 
answer to the British attacks, for travelling through the jungle lightly 
to strike at Imphal had precluded the taking of effective anti-tank 
weapons. Yamauchi’s division was always the Japanese weak spot, but 
he valiantly refused to lift the roadblock at Kanglatongbi, and it took 
Ouvry Roberts and 23 Indian Division until early July to open the 
Kohima-Imphal road. As a last desperate throw, Yamauchi ordered 
the use of poison gas - a sad end for a man who was always a realist 
and hence, in this theatre, a pessimist. Despising xenophobic ignora¬ 
muses like Tojo and Mutaguchi, Yamauchi knew from his time in the 
USA how strong the American eagle was; furthermore, without 
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anti-tank weapons he could do little against the British tanks. While 
the crazed Mutaguchi kept sending him impossible orders to take 
Imphal, as if he could accomplish it by waving a magic wand, the 
dying Mutaguchi had to watch forlornly while his brave warriors 
starved to death or eked a living from bamboo shoots, parsley and 
lizards. 53 

Since every one of the four fronts saw brutal, vicious and even 
fanatical fighting, historians and memorialists have long disputed which 
of the sectors experienced the worst slaughter. Despite the huge loss 
of life at Kohima, there are those who contend that the battles in the 
south-eastern theatre, around the Shennam ridge, were the most 
dreadful of all. Here Gracey with 20 Indian Division (minus one 
brigade) faced Major General Yamamoto Tsunoru, and the battles 
raged over a succession of hills on the ridge. With about 25 miles of 
front to cover, Gracey had taken the decision to defend a number of 
fortified bastions or ‘boxes' and to keep the Tamu road open, rather 
than try to control the entire theatre (several hundred square miles 
of broken hill country) - the only rational decision, given that he had 
just two brigades. 54 The disputed Shennam ridge was a long, uneven 
ridge running east-west, with a number of hills rising from it, and it 
was for possession of these hills that both sides fought with tigerish 
fury. When the Japanese seized Nippon Hill on 1 April, it took nearly 
three weeks to dislodge them; Gracey needed massive air support to 
do this, but even so took heavy casualties. 55 He therefore decided to 
retire into an even tighter defensive perimeter, deeming that posses¬ 
sion of the Tamu road was an irrelevance until the struggle for the 
ridge was resolved. He contented himself with holding the most impor¬ 
tant heights and all the passes that led to Palel and the Imphal plain. 
The war in this sector bogged down into a kind of rerun of the 
Western Front in World War I, with both sides dug in behind bunkers 
and trenches, fierce attacks taking place every night, and the stench 
of death everywhere as the corpses piled up in such a restricted area. 
Every single knoll, eminence or hill was fought over as if the entire 
campaign hinged on its possession. After Nippon Hill, the next disputed 
summit was Crete West, the battle for which occupied the 10 days 
between 21 April and 1 May. 56 

Meanwhile Yamamoto, better equipped with tanks and artillery 
than all other sector commanders, tried to blast his way up the road 
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to Palel around Tengnoupal, and made some slow progress from 4-11 
April. When the British retook the lost ground, Yamamoto ordered 
his elite squads into action and pushed them back to the starting point. 
On the night of 19-20 April, three separate attacks by the Japanese 
with medium tanks were beaten off, and on the 22 nd , parts of the 
British position were overrun. Gracey sensed that his men were 
becoming exhausted and weary and a further Japanese assault might 
have led to breakthrough, but by this time they too were exhausted 
and depleted in numbers. A final ferocious combat on 22 April ended 
inconclusively. 57 Gracey consoled himself that Bose's Indian National 
Army had also been in action against his Indians and Gurkhas but had 
been roughly treated and almost annihilated; when the survivors tried 
to surrender, they tended to fall foul of the Gurkhas' dreaded kukri. 
Yamamoto's next move was to send a commando squad against Palel 
airfield, using 300 members of the INA, on the grounds that they 
could approach unnoticed. They achieved surprise but failed at the 
last moment, as did a second INA group, who complained that the 
Japanese had provided them with no back-up. 58 Desperately seeking 
to break through somewhere, Yamamoto next launched a massive 
attack on ‘Scraggy' (another hill on the saddle) on 10 May. As with its 
predecessor, Crete West, the battle for Scraggy went on for 10 days. 
Simultaneously, Yamamoto once more attacked the Tengnoupal pos¬ 
itions on two successive nights (6-8 May) and made a partial 
breakthrough. A counterattack by 20 Division on 12 May regained 
some of the ground, but by now Yamamoto's men were once more 
exhausted. No reinforcements or supplies were reaching them, but 
meanwhile 20 Indian Division was withdrawn for rest and recupera¬ 
tion and Ouvry Roberts's 23 Division moved into the breach in full 
strength. 59 This was almost the last straw for the Japanese, who 
regrouped to focus their attention once more on the Shennam ridge. 
On 23-24 May there was yet more hard fighting for a new hill, Gibraltar, 
and the Japanese managed to gain a precarious toehold there. There 
followed a ferocious struggle for Lone Tree Hill on 24 May, followed 
by a bloodbath over ‘Ben Nevis'. The final, futile Japanese attempt on 
the Shennam ridge took place on 9 June, when Yamamoto made an 
all-out bid to regain Scraggy. Making a frontal attack on the Gurkhas 
on that hill, the Japanese took staggering losses from their triple 
nemeses: heavy artillery, tanks and airpower. Unwilling and, it seemed, 
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incapable of admitting defeat, they kept plugging away until 25 June. 60 
But numbers, equipment and morale were telling. Roberts's 23 Division 
advanced to the point where Palel airfield was no longer within range 
of Japanese medium artillery, as it had been throughout May, with 
what Slim in his inimitable way called ‘considerable inconvenience'. 
As a Parthian shot Yamamoto did manage to score one final minor 
triumph. An eight-strongjapanese commando party raided the airfield 
on the night of 3-4 July and managed to destroy eight aircraft with 
torpedoes and magnetic mines - what Slim called ‘a very fine effort'. 61 

On the southern sector - Slim's ‘Tiddim spoke' - there was fero¬ 
cious fighting throughout April and May for possession of the track 
to the west of Bishenpur and for the town itself, 18 miles south of 
Imphal. Here the Japanese commander was Lieutenant General 
Yanakida Motozo, another trenchant critic of Mutaguchi. A realist 
who was sceptical of success given the exiguous resources the Japanese 
high command was devoting to Mutaguchi's venture, Yanakida 
inevitably attracted the epithets ‘defeatist' and ‘cowardly' from 
Mutaguchi and his fellow fanatics, among whom was the chief of staff 
(Colonel Tanaka), specially embedded to make sure that Yanakida 
followed his superior's instructions. Needless to say, his caution was 
totally justified, but there are even some British commentators prepared 
to take Mutaguchi's side, on the grounds that, once committed, what¬ 
ever his reservations, Yanakida should have provided more dynamic 
leadership. 62 He certainly began well, sending a commando group on 
a triumphant trek to blow up the bridge over the Hand river in India. 
Setting out on 29 March, the commandos achieved their objective on 
14 April, sending sky-high a 300-foot suspension bridge poised over an 
8o-foot gorge. 63 Yanakida then concentrated on securing the 
Bishenpur-Silchar track, hoping to break into the Imphal plain from 
the west. The threat from the west led Scoones to pull back the 17 th 
Division, which had been operating north of Imphal, and switch it to 
this front. There ensued a ferocious struggle for the villages north¬ 
west of Bishenpur, with a terrible battle waged in mid-April at the 
so-called Point 584 6. 64 No sooner was this concluded than the two 
hosts clashed again, this time at the village of Ninthoukgong, south 
of Bishenpur. The Japanese were in possession, and a first attempt by 
Cowan's 33 Brigade to eject them on 23 April failed badly, as did a 
follow-up effort by 17 Division two days later. Very bitter fighting at 
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Ninthoukgong and on the Silchar track west of Bishenpur continued 
into May. Both sides sustained alarmingly high casualties in gruesome 
hand-to-hand fighting, with the toll among the British officers of the 
Indian regiments notably high. 65 

At the beginning of May, 33 Japanese Division and 17 Division 
remained locked in combat around Bishenpur, with each trying its 
best to annihilate the other. To Allied surprise, for the first time in 
the entire Imphal campaign the Japanese air force entered the fray in 
a significant way, bombing and strafing the Anglo-Indian airfields. 
Additionally, 25 Zeros raided Bishenpur on 6 May and again on the 
10 th . While the colossal struggle around Ninthoukgong continued 
throughout May, the Japanese pushed forward to another village just 
two miles south of Bishenpur called Potsangbam (inevitably nicknamed 
‘Pots and Pans' by the British soldiers). The Japanese chose their pos¬ 
ition well, for they dug in with anti-tank guns in paddy fields and deep 
water-filled ditches, which made British tanks ineffective. Once again 
the Anglo-fndian brigades (32 and 63) took heavy punishment and 
needed truly massive support from fighters and bombers of both the 
RAF and the U SAAF before they were able to winkle the enemy out 
on 15 May. The dying echoes of the battle were still being heard when 
the monsoon burst over the combatants, adding another layer of illness, 
especially foot rot, to the agonies endured by the soldiers, and under¬ 
lining once again the similarities between the battle of Imphal and 
the encounters on the Western Front in the Great War. 66 The Japanese 
33 Division had fully justified its reputation of being the toughest in 
the China-Burma-fndia theatre, but cracks in morale were beginning 
to show. By the end of April the strength of one of its regiments was 
down from 3,000 to 800, and even more ominously, a handful of 
deserters was starting to drift over to the British lines. This was the 
precise juncture that Mutaguchi chose to put in a personal appear¬ 
ance at the front. A notorious womaniser, he arrived at Yanakida's 
headquarters on 22 April with 20 geisha girls whom he confidently 
intended to instal at Imphal once he had won his ‘easy' victory. When 
he reprimanded Yanakida for defeatism and lacking the instincts of a 
samurai, Yanakida retired hurt, sulking in his tent. The absurd 
Mutaguchi, genuinely unable to see the force of Yanakida's complaints, 
promptly sacked him and replaced him with the more biddable Major 
General Tanaka Nobuo. 67 
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Early in May, Cowan tried to seize the initiative with an ambitious 
and elaborate flanking movement aimed at cutting the Japanese supply 
line to the south and then encircling 33 Division. The idea was that 
48 Brigade of 17 Division would work round to the south and provide 
the anvil on which the hammer of the other two brigades of 17 Division 
would strike. Once again there was ferocious but inconclusive fighting, 
in which Japanese tanks made a rare appearance, but Cowan's 
manoeuvre essentially foundered because the would-be ‘hammer' 
brigades were themselves swept up in another battle, when Tanaka 
tried to penetrate Bishenpur and drive a stake right through 17 
Division's heart. Between 16 and 20 May he ordered simultaneous 
assaults on Bishenpur and the gateway to the Imphal plain. 68 Essentially 
both sides were attempting to go for the jugular at the very same 
time, and the result was chaos, confusion, slaughter and massacre, 
with no clear result. Cowan's Gurkhas in 48 Brigade had to fight their 
way back northward, with some especially bloody clashes around 
Torbung (20-24 May), while Cowan, taken by surprise at Bishenpur, 
had to call in 20 Division to extricate himself from a parlous situ¬ 
ation. 69 Heavily outnumbered, Tanaka's attacking force was then 
virtually annihilated. Both sides had failed, but the British could better 
afford the failure. The Japanese had done all, and more, that valour 
alone could attain, but they simply lacked the numbers, artillery, tanks 
and air support for the job. After ten of the most slaughterous days 
anywhere on the Imphal-Kohima battlegrounds, they withdrew on 
30 May. 70 Even Slim, normally a vehement Jap-hater, conceded his 
admiration for the enemy: ‘There can have been few examples in 
history of a force as reduced, battered, and exhausted as the 33 rd 
Japanese Division delivering such furious assaults, not with the object 
of extricating itself, but to achieve its original offensive intention.' 71 
Yanakida had been proved right, and the mindless dedication to volun¬ 
tarism by Tanaka and Mutaguchi revealed as the nonsense it was. 

Yet the fanatical Tanaka simply would not give up, and ordered his 
men to hold firm all along the front, even though most of them were 
starving and morale had plummeted almost to zero point. Cowan 
slightly played into his hands by trying to recoup the failed attempt 
to retake Ninthoukgong on 7 April with yet another bid. Bitter fighting 
in this sector went on from 18 to 29 May. The result was that the Japanese 
were left in possession but at the cost of a further 1,000 casualties. 72 



Bit by bit Tanaka came to appreciate the wisdom of Yanakida’s stance 
and the truth of his words when he handed over to him: 'It’s all hope¬ 
less/ 73 He was now prepared to give tacit agreement to the proposition 
that Mutaguchi’s orders to take Bishenpur at all costs simply meant 
massive casualties for Japan, but unless he was prepared to resign, he 
had no choice but to obey Mutaguchf s suicidal orders. On 2 June he 
therefore issued a general order, exhorting his troops to make a last 
effort to break through to Imphal. The ruthless attitude to human life 
evinced by the bushido code is well in evidence in Tanaka’s alarming 
words: 

Now is the time to capture Imphal. Our death-defying infantry group 
expects certain victory when it penetrates the main fortress of the 
enemy. The coming battle is the turning point. It will denote the success 
or failure of the Greater East Asia War. You men have got to be fully 
in the picture as to what the present situation is; regarding death as 
something light as a feather, you must tackle the task of capturing 
Imphal. For that reason it must be expected that the division will be 
almost annihilated. I have confidence in your firm courage and devo¬ 
tion and believe that you will do your duty, but should any delinquencies 
occur you have to understand that I shall take the necessary action . . . 

On this one battle rests the fate of the Empire. All officers and men 
fight courageously ! 74 

As Slim rightly remarked: 'Whatever one may think of the military 
wisdom of thus pursuing a hopeless object, there can be no question 
of the supreme courage and hardihood of the Japanese soldiers who 
made the attempts. I know of no army that could have equalled them.’ 75 

The grim war of attrition continued. By the middle of June the 
Japanese held only half of Ninthoukgong - they occupied the southern 
end, separated from the British in the northern part by a muddy 
stream. Throughout the first half of June the village was the scene 
of bloody fighting, with an epic encounter on the 7 th , when another 
Victoria Cross was awarded. Ninthoukgong was in fact something of 
a nursery for these awards, for two more were awarded, to Gurkhas, 
for the June combats. Still Tanaka urged his battered and bruised men 
on, and the slugging firefights for individual hills continued: the 
Japanese took Forest Hill on 20 June but failed against Plum Hill. By 
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now Cowan was confident he had the upper hand - so confident in 
fact that he had Noel Coward performing cabaret in Bishenpur for his 
troops. The British superiority in tanks, artillery and airpower was 
overwhelming, and even the monsoon seemed to take a greater toll 
on the enemy; by the end of June Tanaka had lost altogether 12,000 
dead, 7,000 killed in battle and another 5,000 to disease - an amazing 
70 per cent of the division s strength. 76 Slim's tactic of bleeding the 
enemy dry was rarely seen to more dramatic effect. Yet even at the 
end of June, the crazed Mutaguchi still clung to the forlorn hope that 
an eleventh-hour victory at Bishenpur would both retrieve the situa¬ 
tion on the southern front and save his face. The real fault, however, 
must attach to the Japanese commander-in-chief Kawabe. Dithering, 
ill and decisive, prostrated with amoebic dysentery, he periodically 
reasoned that he must cancel U-GO in its entirety, but every time he 
summoned the courage to do so, a cable would arrive from Tokyo 
stressing the paramount necessity of victory in Burma, to compen¬ 
sate for the disasters in the Pacific. Two-faced also, Kawabe tried to 
hedge his bets, at once urging Mutaguchi on to even greater efforts 
and asking Tokyo for permission to cancel the Imphal operation. Even 
more incredibly, he still hoped for great things from Bose and the 
INA, despite all the evidence that both were busted flushes. In the 
end it was a race between Kawabe and Mutaguchi as to who would 
give up first. On 8 July, just before receiving formal cancellation of 
U-GO, Mutaguchi himself concluded that the offensive against 
Bishenpur had failed and ordered the tattered remnants of 33 Division 
to retreat across the Chindwin. 77 

Despite all the desperate battles fought on the central, southern 
and south-eastern front, it still remains the case that the heart of the 
great Imphal-Kohima struggle centred around the village of Kohima 
itself. The siege of this remote outpost, and subsequent battle, took 
place so far from the other fronts that some historians, mistakenly, 
have regarded Kohima as a separate battle. 78 Yet it is very clear that 
Kohima-Imphal formed an organic whole, that no conflict on any indi¬ 
vidual front could be properly understood without reference to 
simultaneous events on the others. Slim's intention always was that 
the Japanese should be encouraged to believe that victory was immi¬ 
nent on all fronts. This was why, despite Mountbatten's urgings, he 
did not reinforce Imphal to the point where it was impregnable, for 
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that might have encouraged the Japanese to withdraw. His abiding 
intention was not just to defeat the enemy but to annihilate him, so 
that a British invasion of Burma could become a solid reality. Debate 
has raged over whether Slim initially made a mistake about Kohima, 
whether his subordinates did, or whether inveigling Mutaguchi into 
a protracted and impossible campaign in the northern sector was not 
all part of some machiavellian masterpiece. Slim himself claimed that 
he was taken by surprise when the Japanese threw an entire division 
against Kohima, 79 but his autobiographical statements were some¬ 
times misleading - disingenuous, his critics would say. A very good 
example comes right from the earliest days at Kohima. Slim had ori¬ 
ginally told Ranking to hold both Dimapur and Kohima until Stopford 
arrived on the scene. On 3 April Stopford arrived and made what was 
undoubtedly, from the standpoint of the defence of Kohima, a bad 
error. He ordered Ranking to pull 161 Brigade out of Kohima and 
transfer it to Dimapur. Ranking appealed over Stopford’s head to Slim 
to rescind the order but, reluctant as always to overrule his generals, 
Slim confirmed it. 80 If Slim had overruled Stopford, there is good 
reason to believe that the ensuing siege of Kohima would not have 
been so protracted. In Defeat into Victory, Slim muddies the waters by 
claiming that the error was Ranking's, not Stopford's. The usual judge¬ 
ment is that Slim made a mistake and thought Kohima of limited 
importance compared with Dimapur. 81 Another interpretation is 
possible: that Slim realised Mutaguchi was playing right into his hands 
by the assault on Kohima - militarily nugatory alongside the far richer 
prize of Dimapur - and encouraged him to continue in his folly. This 
would explain why Slim assigned 161 Brigade to Kohima in the first 
place, as also the 4 th West Royal Kents. Slim's original orders to Ranking 
were ambiguous and muddled, and this was uncharacteristic of the 
man. Either his touch in early April was less than sure, or he was 
playing a very devious game. 82 

The Japanese under Lieutenant General Sato Kotoku launched their 
attack on the beleaguered Kohima on 4 April, and a famous two-week 
siege commenced. The defending garrison numbered only some 3,000, 
of which 1,000 were non-combatants. 83 There was no systematic 
defence, so the British troops dug in at suitable places along the Kohima 
ridge. Kohima village, at 5,000 feet, was set in an ocean of peaks and 
ridges crossed by bridle paths, with some peaks to the west as high 
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as 10,000 feet and those to the north and east reaching 8,000 feet. The 
village was at the summit of a ridge, where the best road between 
Assam and Burma goes through a pass. The ridge at Kohima was 
steep and thickly wooded, creating conditions of pitch blackness for 
attackers swarming upwards (until the trees were destroyed by 
artillery). At a right-angled bend of the main road was the deputy 
commissioner's bungalow, complete with tennis court, to the south 
of which were small hills on which stood warehouses and supply 
shacks. With maddening temperatures oscillating between very cool 
at night and sweaty humidity in the day, this obscure spot was destined 
to be the scene of ‘fighting as desperate as any recorded in history'. 84 
Once he had realised his mistake, Stopford sent 161 Indian Brigade 
back to Kohima. They arrived on 5 April, but there was no room for 
them on the tightly packed ridge, so they withdrew to Jotsoma, two 
and a half miles to the north-west, from which they could support 
the defenders by raining down artillery fire on the attackers. However, 
by 8 April the Japanese had cut off Jotsoma as well, so there was no 
direct reinforcement possible from 161 Brigade, which took up a defen¬ 
sive position in a ‘box’. 85 From the very beginning the Japanese launched 
one determined attack after another on Kohima ridge. Sato threw 
everything he had at the defenders, shelling and mortaring the garrison 
at dusk, then, after dark, sending in wave after wave of infantry, who 
clashed with the British in the most terrible and vicious hand-to-hand 
fighting. 

Using both frontal attacks and infiltration, Sato’s men gained early 
success by penetrating as far as the huts on the night of 6-7 April; 
some of them hid in brick ovens in the field supply depot. They were 
flushed out from here by an act of courageous self-immolation by a 
Lance Corporal Harman, who was awarded a posthumous VC. 86 Still 
the Japanese pressed relentlessly on, nibbling away at the defences on 
the ridge, taking one small section after another, pressing the garrison 
into a tighter and tighter defensive circle. On 9 April the British were 
pushed back to Garrison Hill, while the Japanese took the all-important 
GPT ridge, which controlled Kohima’s water supply; the defenders 
were now short of water as well as fighting men. 87 As a by-product 
of their advance, Sato’s men seized three months’ supply of rice and 
salt - just as well for them, as they had received no supplies since 
crossing the Chindwin. Thus fortified, they took Jail Hill to the south, 
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reducing the Kohima defence to a defensive perimeter 700 by 900 by 
1,100 yards. The Japanese now had an open field for their guns, so it 
was exceedingly fortunate for the defenders that the enemy was low 
on ammunition. Nonetheless, this was the moment when morale was 
at its lowest, with many soldiers complaining openly that the generals 
had left them there as sacrificial victims. 88 Although they were being 
resupplied from the air, the airdrops themselves had disappointing 
results, increasing the British despondency. Many of the dropped water 
containers were holed, the wrong ammunition was sent in, the trans¬ 
port planes were highly vulnerable to ground fire as they flew along 
the floor of the valley, and worst of all, many of the drops fell into 
the hands of the Japanese, who were overjoyed with this manna from 
heaven. The one bright spot was that a new water supply was even¬ 
tually found on the road to the north-west, but this could be used 
only after dark, with the water-carriers in continual danger of detec¬ 
tion and destruction. 89 

No description can do justice to the horrors of the period 4-20 
April at Kohima. Every inch of ground was disputed in the bloodiest 
and most desperate hand-to-hand fighting. Major battles were fought 
over undistinguished hills on the ridge: Bunker Hill on n-14 April, 
Garrison Hill on 17 April; FSD Hill on the same day. 90 There was a 
grim five-day struggle for the tennis courts of the deputy commis¬ 
sioner's bungalow, which became one of the enduring legends of 
Kohima. Every night the Japanese repeated their assaults, which the 
British always knew were coming and could therefore counter with a 
withering fire from big guns and mortars, followed by deadly fire from 
Bren guns and grenades at those of the enemy who survived the initial 
barrage. Every morning the tennis court was festooned with bloated, 
festering bodies, which provided a smorgasbord for the millions of 
flies that rose at dawn and were so numerous they covered the corpses 
like a thick blanket. 91 The physical conditions on the confined battle¬ 
field were unspeakable. The defenders on the ridge had to eat, sleep, 
perform all bodily functions and then fight in slit trenches, ft was diffi¬ 
cult to sleep much at night, water was always scarce, and when this 
was relieved by a tropical downpour, everyone ended up soaked to 
the skin and chilled to the marrow. Dead bodies lay everywhere, and 
the stench of corpses mingled with that of human faeces and the 
smell of acrid cordite to produce an unspeakable, noisome fetor. 92 
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The wounded fared especially badly, with dying men lying in agony 
amid the stench of stale sweat, blood and rotting flesh; not surpris¬ 
ingly, many of those wounded, but not mortally, lost the will to live 
when they were abandoned in the open in such conditions. There was 
no way to evacuate the wounded, and on the way to the reserve water 
pipe at night the water-carriers frequently tripped over the bodies of 
the dead or dying. 93 The Japanese tried to stretch the defenders' nerves 
to breaking point by attacking at night, using psychological warfare, 
especially noise and simulated Anglo-Indian panic, but all to no avail, 
though some of the Indian troops did crack. 94 Yet after a week of the 
most terrible close combat and carnage, the Japanese managed essen¬ 
tially to slice the British defence in two. Just when hope was fading 
and success for Sato seemed certain, on 16 April 5 Brigade arrived to 
relieve Jotsoma, allowing 161 Indian Brigade to advance to the relief 
of Kohima. The attackers were diverted from their primary task by 
this new threat, and the sortie from the Jotsoma 'box' allowed 161 
Brigade to open the road to Kohima. The Japanese counterattacked 
vigorously, occupying other hills in their path and inflicting heavy 
casualties. 95 

Finally, though, heavily outnumbered and starving, the Japanese 
had to withdraw and lift the siege on 20 April. They had come very 
close to success, but lack of food and ammunition weighed heavily 
against them; additionally, the terrain at Kohima made it difficult for 
them to ‘cash' their local numerical superiority. Now the tables were 
well and truly turned, for Stopford had received four brigades as fresh 
reinforcements, while the Japanese had no reinforcements, no air 
support, no tanks, inadequate artillery and a shortage of ammunition. 
While 2 Division advanced cautiously from Dimapur (most of it had 
been trained for the wrong kind of warfare - amphibious operations), 
7 Indian Division moved to the north of Kohima to pre-empt any 
enemy move towards the Brahmaputra. 96 For the moment, though, 
the longer-term prospects were dismissed, while the British enjoyed 
the triumph of lifting the siege. Although 19 British and Indian regi¬ 
ments would win the battle honours ‘Kohima', the more distinguished 
honour ‘Defence of Kohima' would be reserved for the Royal West 
Kents and the Assam regiment. 97 What the troops of 161 Brigade found 
when they marched in appalled them. Kohima itself was unrecognis¬ 
able, its buildings in ruins, its walls pockmarked with bullet holes or 
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shell bursts, all trees stripped of leaves, the wooded slopes of Kohima 
ridge denuded, and the tattered remains of parachutes hanging 
raggedly from the few branches that remained. The defenders were 
like bloodstained scarecrows, in ragged clothes and rotting boots, 
grimy, bleary-eyed, unwashed, bearded, suffering from shell shock, 
tinnitus and general alienation, all experiencing sleep deprivation and 
desperate for slumber. Smelling of blood, sweat and death, they had 
nothing clean about them except their weapons. It was a scene by 
Hieronymus Bosch out of Passchendaele. 98 One observer, who had 
known Kohima when it was a beautifully fresh and green hill station, 
described it as follows: ‘The place stank. The ground everywhere was 
ploughed up with shell-fire and human remains lay rotting as the battle 
raged over them. Flies swarmed everywhere and multiplied with 
incredible speed. Men retched as they dug in . . . the stink hung in the 
air and permeated one's clothes and hair.' 99 The unsung heroes in 
keeping the defenders supplied this time had been not so much the 
Allied air forces as the Naga tribesmen, but it was typical of Slim that 
he did not neglect this fact either. To show his support for them he 
sent the 23 rd LRP brigade, withheld from Wingate, on a three-month 
sweep through the Naga hills, gradually flushing the Japanese out of 
the tribal heartlands all the way to Phek. 100 

Although the siege was over, the battle itself was far from won, for 
all the gains made by the Japanese had now to be laboriously retaken, 
inch by bloody inch. A good Japanese commander would have pulled 
out completely at this moment, and Sato wanted to, but he was under 
continual pressure from Mutaguchi, always urging him on to one final 
effort. Absurdly, on 17 April, when the tide was already turning and 
reinforcements were advancing, Mutaguchi told Sato that he had at 
all costs to take Kohima by 29 April; naturally he did not say where 
the necessary food and ammunition were to come from. The publicity- 
crazed Mutaguchi had hit on the date arbitrarily because it was the 
emperor's birthday. 101 And so Sato was condemned to continue with 
a now hopeless fight. Stopford concentrated on removing the Japanese 
from Kohima ridge before taking the fight to nearby Naga village. He 
experimented with fighting a holding action in the centre at Kohima 
with one brigade while outflanking the enemy with the other two, 
but Sato was no fool (despite Slim's strictures) and the attempt failed. 102 
Meanwhile the Japanese, who still held much of Kohima ridge and 
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were dug in at an extremely strong position 7,000 yards long, coun¬ 
terattacked on Garrison Hill and the defenders were as hard put to it 
on the nights of 22-23 April as the orginal besieged troops had been. 
On 27 April Stopford switched attention back to the deputy commis¬ 
sioner's bungalow and tennis court (both a shambles by this stage). 
After heavy fighting his men took this position and the Japanese coun¬ 
terattack (on the night of 29-30 April), though pressed forward with 
all the old ferocity, failed to dislodge them. The fabled tennis court 
was once again a no-man's-land, with hand grenades winging from 
one side of the court to the other instead of tennis balls. For 16 days 
the stalemate around the tennis court continued, until finally the 
British were able to move tanks up to the bungalow. As these armoured 
behemoths began to devastate the foe, slowly the bloody battle for 
the bungalow grounds was won. The Dorset Regiment cleared the 
ground of all enemy bunkers and foxholes, using flame-throwers and 
showing no mercy; since the Japanese still held the high ground on 
three sides of the bungalow, they did not do so without considerable 
cost. 103 

Slowly and stubbornly the British began to make inroads on the 
Japanese-held hills, although the tightness of enemy discipline and the 
brilliance of their interlocking defence systems made progress almost 
unbearably painful. The Japanese bunkers and defensive positions, 
exhibiting their genius for intersupporting concealed fieldworks, aided 
by the natural protection of steep-sided ridges, made them the toughest 
of nuts to crack. Unlike the Anglo-Indian troops, who liked to fight 
in front, facing the enemy, with the emphasis on individual valour, 
the Japanese bunkers were sighted to the flank rather than the rear, 
allowing them to fire on their own positions if they were under attack. 
Enemy mortars, as lethal and accurate as the legendary German 
machine-gunners, time and again prevented the Anglo-Indian attackers 
from digging in. 104 Eventually 4 th Brigade managed to worm its way 
towards GPT Ridge in late April and storm it on 3 May but without 
securing the entire position. Unfortunately, 6 Brigade failed to take its 
target of Kuki Piquet, which the British had been hammering away 
at ever since the raising of the siege. It fared rather better on its second 
objective, FSD Ridge, but again, as with GPT Ridge, secured only 
part of it. 105 Meanwhile 5 Brigade entered Naga village but was then 
thrown out by an enemy counterattack. A British attack on the key 
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point of Jail Hill was also beaten back with heavy losses on 7 May. As 
Slim commented: ‘Our troops were again discovering that it was one 
thing to reach a Japanese bunker, another to enter it/ 106 The British 
were deeply frustrated. Airpower could make no impression on the 
Japanese positions and the only effective weapon, the tank, was largely 
impotent because of the impossible gradients of the ridges and the 
heavy rain that churned everything into liquid mud. Finally in mid- 
May yet another brigade, from 7 th Division, was brought in. Now 
heavily outnumbered, almost out of ammunition and starving - on 
a diet of bamboo shoots and wild game - the Japanese also began to 
sustain high fatalities from beri-beri, dysentery and, especially, malaria. 
With no quinine, they had no defence against the latter disease. The 
combination of all these factors finally cracked the warriors of Nippon. 
Jail Hill, GPT and FSD ridges fell to the British in quick succession 
during 11-13 May. 107 

Once again Sato pleaded with Mutaguchi for permission to with¬ 
draw, but the absurd Mutaguchi asked him to hold on, assuring him 
that Imphal would fall within 10 days. Sato was at his last gasp but, 
curiously, the British had almost reached crisis point themselves. 
Stopford was increasingly worried about the failures and slow progress 
at Kohima and the seeming ability of the enemy to fight on for ever, 
simply retreating to another position and digging in there. Even with 
the airlift, 4 Corps was short of rations, but the real concern was the 
future of airpower. After 15 June Mountbatten was due to return the 
79 transport aircraft, and what would happen then? It was conceiv¬ 
able that if that happened, the intricate design woven by Slim at 
Kohima-Imphal might unravel. Accordingly, Mountbatten signalled the 
combined chiefs that if he returned the transport aircraft as agreed, 
the entire campaign would grind to a halt. What, then, was he to do? 
He received no answer. 108 Slim was also alarmed by a memo from 
Peirse, which argued that on one interpretation of the agreement, the 
aircraft might have to be returned even before mid-June; it depended 
whether the planes on loan from the Middle East were to be construed 
as those loaned for the Arakan campaign or as part of a subsequent 
agreement. He contacted Mountbatten, who once again insisted that 
the planes were not to be given up and that he would take the respon¬ 
sibility. Mountbatten signalled London, where Churchill agreed that 
he would oppose any contrary move from FDR and the US Joint 
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Chiefs, whatever the consequences. As he put it in his inimitable style: 
‘Let nothing go from the battle you need for victory I will not accept 
denial of this from any quarter, and will back you to the full/ 109 This 
gave Mountbatten the excuse to claim that the retention of the aircraft 
was the result of his unique genius and strategic insight. In a letter 
to Edwina he made the absurd boast: ‘If the battle of Imphal is won, 
it will be almost entirely due to Dickie overriding all his generals/ 110 
This was of course a grotesque travesty. Slim had asked him for the 
planes, and there were no generals who opposed the move. It is around 
this time that we first detect a chink in the ostensibly cosy 
Slim-Mountbatten entente. Always wanting to go faster than condi¬ 
tions or events warranted, Mountbatten told Slim and Scoones that 
he wished the Kohima-Imphal road opened by mid-June. Slim took 
the line that he was not going to be hurried by anyone, and this, plus 
the sacking of Giffard, may have given Mountbatten the idea that Slim 
too was a sluggard. Certainly Mountbatten’s failure to promote Slim 
to Giffard’s old post after the battle was distinctly odd, and we have 
Alanbrooke’s word for it that Mountbatten expressly opposed such a 
promotion. 111 

However, Slim was grateful that Mountbatten did not make an issue 
of opening the Kohima-Imphal road, though he did finally issue a 
directive instructing that the road must be opened by mid-July. 112 He 
knew Imphal would not fall and was far more interested in destroying 
Mutaguchi’s divisions than the formal relief of a place that would 
survive until he had accomplished his mission. He had every reason 
for confidence. Mid-May marked the beginning of the end for the 
Japanese at Kohima. On the 15 th , 33 Brigade assaulted the next target, 
Treasury Hill, and met almost no opposition. Buoyed by these 
successes, Stopford ordered a twofold assault: on the central Japanese 
positions around Kohima - Dyer Hill, Pimple Hill and Big Tree Hill 
- and on the Japanese left in Naga village. Stopford thought enemy 
resistance was crumbling, but he was soon disabused. On 19 May the 
attack on Naga village met with initial success, but was then held up 
by well-concealedjapanese bunkers and finally thrown back in disarray, 
with heavy casualties. The attack on the centre, by fresh troops from 
7 Indian Division, was also repulsed in ferocious fighting from 24 to 
30 May. 113 While this slugging match was going on, Stopford tried again 
at Naga and took Hunter's Hill and Church Knoll, the highest points 
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in the village. At this the Japanese will finally did seem to snap. On 
2 June they pulled out of Naga village, meaning that the northern 
part of the former Japanese positions at Kohima were now in British 
hands. In the southern sector Stopford tried to take the great Aradura 
ridge in the last week of May but was thrown back with heavy loss. 114 
The fall of Naga village, however, delivered to him a new means of 
approach to the Aradura, and this plus a change of tactics led to the 
fall of Big Tree Hill, 2,000 yards north-east of Aradura. As the entire 
brigade closed in for the kill, the Japanese abandoned their positions 
and pulled out. 115 The battle of Kohima was now effectively won. Sato, 
who despised Mutaguchi and was yet another general ideologically 
opposed to him - Sato belonged to the Tosei-Ha ‘Control’ faction - 
ignored his orders to stay put and signalled to 15 Army his intention 
to retreat. ‘Our swords are broken and our arrows gone. Shedding 
bitter tears, I now leave Kohima/ 116 

The 64-day battle for Kohima, an epic fully the equal of the Somme 
or Passchendaele, was finally over, but it still took another 15 days 
before the road to Imphal was completely open. The Anglo-Indian 
advance was painful, for they still had to winkle the enemy out of 
strong positions on the Kohima road, and there was heavy fighting 
and casualties all the way. 117 On 22 June, 6 Brigade from Kohima joined 
hands with 9 Brigade from Imphal and Imphal itself was formally 
relieved, just in time to prevent the 55,000 men and 11,000 animals 
there from running short of food again. Kawabe came up from 
Rangoon at the end of May, but spent a lot of time with Yanakida so 
did not get round to a meeting with Mutaguchi until 6 June, when 
he found him still in denial about battlefield realities. Even at this late 
stage Mutaguchi was deluging Sato with impossible orders, which 
Sato simply disregarded. The first was to send a regiment south from 
Kohima to assist with 15 Division s attack on Imphal in May, to which 
Sato signalled that this was impracticable, as his division was 
approaching exhaustion. 118 The last was one sent after Mutaguchi had 
thrown in the towel at Kohima, instructing Sato to assist Yamamoto 
in his last-ditch assault on Palel. Sato ignored this and instead sent his 
men to search for unhulled rice prior to the retreat to the Chindwin. 
When Mutaguchi in person gave the order for the exhausted Japanese 
heroes of Kohima to tackle another impossible task at Palel, they 
answered with their feet and deserted in droves. 119 Having already 
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replaced Yanakida, Mutaguchi in a fury sacked both Sato and Yamauchi, 
accusing Sato of insubordination. Sato told Mutaguchi that he was 
overjoyed at the prospect of a court martial, for the truth about 
Kohima-Imphal would come out and Mutaguchi would be dragged 
down into disgrace with him. But Kawabe, who had already decided 
to end U-GO, did not want the scandal of a court martial, with rival 
generals washing dirty linen in public. He therefore hushed up the 
entire controversy. Sato was placed on the reserve and a medical certifi¬ 
cate was issued saying that he had had 'a nervous breakdown. 120 By 
this time even Mutaguchi had admitted that the game was up, but 
Kawabe could not formally cancel the operation until he got the all- 
clear from General Terauchi in Singapore, and this did not arrive until 
4 July. 121 Formally dismissed on 7 July, Sato made a moving farewell 
statement, well within the idiom of that curious amalgam of Buddhism 
and bushido that was Japanese military culture: 1 ask forgiveness of 
those who lie dead at Kohima because of my poor talent. Though 
my body is parted from them, I shall always remain with them in 
spirit. Nothing can separate those of us who were tried in the fire at 
Kohima. 5122 

Slim's victory at Kohima-Imphal was total and complete. The casu¬ 
alty figures tell their own story. Of the 65,000 fighting men who crossed 
the Chindwin in March, the Japanese lost 30,000 killed and 23,000 
wounded, and sustained another 15,000 casualties among the 50,000 
support staff; in addition 17,000 pack animals died. Such was their 
fanatical fighting spirit that only 600 prisoners were taken in the entire 
four-month campaign. 123 The total Allied loss at Kohima-Imphal and 
Arakan, by contrast, was 24,000. As Mountbatten rightly said in a letter 
to Edwina: ‘It is the most important defeat the Japs have ever suffered 
in their military career because the numbers involved are so much 
greater than any Pacific island operations/ 124 Even the monsoon had 
entered into Slim's calculations: he reckoned that if the garrisons at 
Imphal and Kohima could stand firm for two months, the Japanese 
would have to take the main onslaught from the weather when they 
were ill-equipped and starving. So it proved. Not only did weaponry, 
radios and everything metallic deteriorate in the rain and rust, but 
practically everything steamed or turned green, clothes rotted and 
men's fingers seemed to turn white and wrinkle with age. Even worse, 
disease became rampant, as mosquitoes multiplied, bringing malaria 
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in their train. At the altitude of Kohima there were times when the 
combatants could barely see each other and visibility was reduced to 
ioo yards . 125 By any standards, Slim had planned and executed a mili¬ 
tary tour de force. Yet even as the Japanese broke off in disarray, and 
the signs of victory were evident, the military Jeremiahs were still in 
full cry, nervous about a possible disaster at Imphal. Worst of all 
offenders was Alanbrooke, a congenital pessimist, who did not even 
think D-Day would succeed. On i June he wrote in his diary: ‘In the 
afternoon, a long meeting with Pownall to discuss the heart breaking 
situation in Burma. I see disaster staring us in the face, with 
Mountbatten incapable of realizing it, Pownall clever enough but too 
lazy to appreciate the danger and Giffard I am afraid lacking the 
adequate vision to see where he is going to. Oh! How I wish we had 
some more men with more vision .’ 126 

Why did Slim win Imphal-Kohima so decisively? Part of the answer 
lies in the manifold mistakes made by the Japanese themselves. Their 
military leaders did not have a clear objective, they were complacent, 
and they did not plan their offensive meticulously. What was the point 
of the attack on Kohima, which Slim considered an act of monstrous 
folly, since it meant he could bleed 33 Division dry while not suffering 
the kind of real anxiety he would have felt if Dimapur had been under 
attack? The answer seems to be that it was a compromise between 
the ‘march on India’ ideas of Mutaguchi and the more cautious and 
defensive stance of the higher command. When Tojo gave the go- 
ahead for U-GO on 9 January 1944, he sanctioned an attack on Imphal 
not as the prelude to an invasion of India but only as a pious hope 
that the Imperial Army would be able to report a victory somewhere 
to compensate for the string of defeats in the Pacific. 127 Although 
Mutaguchi’s forces moved at lightning speed once they had crossed 
the Chindwin, detailed plans had not been laid for trapping and elim¬ 
inating the three British divisions in the Imphal area. An airborne 
invasion in the rear of 20 and 17 Divisions, along the line of the 
Chindits in Operation THURSDAY, would have cut them off from 
Imphal. The counter-argument would no doubt be that the Japanese 
lacked the aerial capability for such an operation, but in that case 
Mutaguchi should have asked himself whether his goals were ever 
feasible. But he could certainly have prevented the rapid reinforce¬ 
ment of Imphal by 5 and 7 Divisions simply by timing the Arakan 
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operation to coincide more closely with U-GO. By leaving a gap 
between the two campaigns, he gave Slim the chance to switch these 
two divisions to the other front . 128 Perhaps an even worse fault was 
that the Japanese had never really surmounted the ‘Pearl Harbor' 
syndrome - the blitzkrieg campaigns that had won them most of East 
Asia in five months from December 1941 to April 1942. Just as Napoleon, 
having defeated the Austrians so many times, fatally underestimated 
them and nearly came to grief in his 1809 Wagram campaign, so the 
Japanese totally failed to appreciate that 1944 was not 1942 or even 
1943, that the enemy had learned from their mistakes and refashioned 
their army so that they were now a totally different kind of oppo¬ 
nent . 129 The issue of leadership is also salient. Where Slim had the 
confidence of both his superiors and his ancillary generals, many of 
whom he had personally trained at military academy, the Japanese 
leadership was always in disarray, divided between the ideological 
factionalism of Tosei-Ha and Kodo-Ha. The result was that Mutaguchi 
ended by sacking three of his four field commanders. That the lack 
of unity in Japanese command was an important factor can be seen 
from the sequel to Kohima-Imphal. Mutaguchi was in disgrace and 
sacked by the end of the year. Tojo resigned as prime minister and 
chief of the Imperial general staff. At one time Terauchi was tipped 
as his successor, but Koiso Kuniaki became the new prime minister, 
while Terauchi stayed in command of the Southern Army . 130 

On the Allied side, airpower was crucial to the victory. General 
Stratemeyer's Eastern Air Command, one of the units that came under 
the direction of the Supreme Allied Commander, consisted of the 
Strategic Air Force, Troop Carrier Command, the Photographic 
Reconnaissance Force and the 3 rd Tactical Air Force, responsible for 
battlefield back-up. Air Marshal Sir John Baldwin, in charge of the 3 rd 
Tactical Air Force, was an old ally of Slim's who had honed his skills 
in the Arakan campaign. Baldwin began the airlift to Kohima, code- 
named Operation STAMINA, on 8 April, but his planes took time to 
build up to the daily requirement of 540 tons. By 30 June his aircraft 
had flown in 19,000 troops, 14,317,000 pounds of rations, 1,303 tons of 
grain for the pack animals, 835,000 gallons of fuel and lubricants, 12,000 
bags of mail and 43,475,760 cigarettes, using 404 aircraft from 15 
squadrons. 131 All this was done using the airfield at Imphal alone, since 
the one at Palel was considered too exposed to Japanese artillery fire 
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and commandos. Baldwin was an expert at the fast turn-round of 
planes, as he had proved when establishing Broadway for Wingate 
during Operation THURSDAY. His delight in his own expertise is 
evident: ‘Nobody has seen a transport operation until he has stayed 
at Broadway in the full light of the Burma full moon and watched 
Dakotas coming in and taking off in opposite directions on a single 
strip all night long, at the rate of one landing or one taking off every 
three minutes .’ 132 Mutaguchi had not factored into his calculations 
either the general Allied air capacity or the ability of aircraft to move 
two divisions from one theatre to another with such speed. While the 
British were being supplied in this way, the back-up for Mutaguchi’s 
armies was non-existent: they had to survive by hunting, or capturing 
Allied airdrops. In many respects the ability of the Japanese to fight 
on for four months at Kohima-Imphal was staggering, for they were 
without air or armour support, with inadequate artillery, no reinforce¬ 
ments or exiguous ammunition, supplies or rations. At the height of 
Kohima-Imphal the Japanese were outnumbered two to one, while 
the Anglo-Indian forces enjoyed a five-to-one superiority in armament. 
Yet not even this expresses the true disparity, for the two-to-one ratio 
masks the fact that the British fought in relays, with brigades ‘spelling’ 
each other, while the Japanese soldiers were never relieved. Of course 
it had always been Slim’s intention that when he engaged the enemy 
in a major battle, he would so with crushing superiority at all levels . 133 

All of this has seduced the unwary into asserting that Slim’s victory 
was a foregone conclusion, that a military incompetent could have 
won Kohima-Imphal with such crushing superiority of resources. This 
downplays and underrates Slim’s talent at every level. At Alamein 
General Montgomery enjoyed a similar preponderance of power over 
the Germans, yet the groundwork for his victory had been done by 
others, notably Auchinleck, whom ‘Monty’ and Churchill then tried 
to airbrush out of the picture. The reason the Japanese faced such 
tough, disciplined and versatile forces at Kohima-Imphal was that Slim 
himself had forged a ‘New Model Army’ and had worked for nearly 
two years on building up equipment, morale, elan and esprit de corps. 
Besides, Slim’s personality was ideal for this particular campaign, since 
he had two great gifts: the ability to turn round a battle that was 
going in the enemy’s favour; and the talent to improvise quickly so 
that the enemy was soon dancing to his tune. In contrast to the 
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muddled objectives of the Japanese, he knew precisely what his aims 
were at every hour of every day, and this clarity communicated itself 
in his lucid and economical strategic briefings, which so impressed all 
who heard them . 134 A master of timing, he had the art of proceeding 
neither too fast nor too slow The war in Burma was bedevilled by 
leaders who either demonstrated sluggishness and inertia, such as 
Wavell and Giffard, or were flamboyant bulls-at-a-gate who believed 
that speed and expedition were everything, notably Churchill, 
Mountbatten and Wingate. Even Napoleon sometimes came to grief 
through impatience, but Slim’s ability to wait calmly for the right 
moment was almost Oriental. Ironically, in view of his low opinion 
of the Japanese, the military leader in history he most resembles is 
the great sixteenth-century shogun, Tokugawa Ieyasu. Allied to this 
was a rock-like imperturbability: he was unflappable because he was 
confident he would win, and he realised that a calm, stoical surface 
did wonders for morale . 135 None of this made him a plaster saint. He 
was all too human, and to his officers he could reveal a tetchy side. 
On one of his visits to Imphal he arrived late for a conference of senior 
personnel because his escort had lost the way. He told the assembly: 
‘I know you think the Military Police are bloody awful. Now I know 
why !’ 136 No man can live under permanent stress without cracking 
sometimes, and despite the great victory at Imphal, there was plenty 
more stress in store for Slim. 
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On the nothern front, Stilwell was still trying to trap the Japanese 18 th 
Division at Mainkwan in the Hukawng valley, hooking from the right 
with his Chinese regulars while the irregulars appeared on the left at 
Walawbum below Mainkwan to block the enemy retreat. Slim, hoping 
that his American colleague would enjoy the same numerical advan¬ 
tage he had had in the Arakan, also put under his command the small 
British garrison at Fort Hertz in the extreme north of the country, 
which had been holding out since 1942, and the Kachin irregulars. On 
19 February Stilwell was reinforced by Galahad force, aka 5307 th 
Composite Regiment of Northern Combat Area Command (NCAC) 
but better known under their soubriquet ‘Merrill’s Marauders’. Frank 
Merrill himself, their commander, was one of Stilwell’s favourites, a 
tall and gaunt-looking man who suffered from poor health, but ‘a fine, 
courageous leader who inspired confidence’, as Slim assessed him. 1 At 
last Stilwell commanded US troops in Burma, 3,000 of them, but this 
triumph was modified by the personal inadequacy of a number of the 
Marauders. Recruited from units in the south-west Pacific and the 
island of Trinidad in the Caribbean, many of the volunteers were 
psychopaths pure and simple. The 33 rd Infantry Regiment was well 
known as ‘the pits of the army’, where all the worst problem cases 
were sent, signing on simply to get out of Trinidad. The Marauders’ 
contract specified a fixed period of three months’ training and three 
months’ combat. The training in India had not gone well, with serious 
disciplinary problems every day apparent. Their three-month stay in 
India has been described as part terrorising the natives and part keeping 
the military police busy. Ten per cent of the Marauders went AWOL 
and the rest amused themselves by shooting at cattle, chickens and 
birds - virtually anything that walked or crawled, in fact - and even 



firing at the feet of the locals to make them dance; on the train to 
Ledo they fired out of the window at any passing 'wogs’ that took 
their fancy. 2 Arrogant, sociopathic, full of blithe self-confidence, the 
Marauders were a gung-ho outfit whose credo was described as follows: 
‘My pack is on my back, my gun is oiled and loaded, and as I walk 
in the shadow of death I fear no sonofabitch/ 3 

The entry of the Marauders into the fray did not impress their 
commander. Always obsessed by speed - a quality he shared with 
Mountbatten - Stilwell fretted at the time it took them to cross the 
130 miles over the Naga range to the battlefront. Part of the problem 
was that 5307 th Composite was mule-based and had to bring 700 animals 
with them but none of them knew anything about muleteering. 
Whatever misgivings Stilwell had when he saw his reinforcements, he 
kept them to himself and addressed them simply and quietly, explaining 
that their mission was to hit Walawbum on 3 March. 4 The 3,000 troops 
were organised in three battalions, each one operating in two columns, 
known as combat teams, and each with an intelligence and reconnais¬ 
sance platoon and a pioneer and demolition platoon. Unfortunately 
the freak rains already experienced by Stilwell continued, so that the 
Marauders' eight-day, 60-mile trek to Walawbum turned into some¬ 
thing of a nightmare. They seized the road as ordered but were then 
attacked by a large force of Japanese directed by the ubiquitous Tanaka. 
Fortunately, the assault fell on the 3 rd Battalion, which, recruited from 
New Caledonia and the Pacific south-west, was composed of veterans 
in jungle fighting. They acquitted themselves so well that Tanaka 
concluded he could not prevail and prepared to withdraw. Now 
serendipity took a hand. The Chinese had meanwhile been advancing 
to Monsum, fighting enemy forces all the way, but the slow progress 
of the Marauders meant that a Chinese regiment from the 38 th Division 
caught up with its American allies and took Tanaka in the rear. In 
furious fighting the Japanese lost 1,500 dead and the survivors were 
harassed all the way on their retreat by Kachin guerrillas. 5 But the 
temporary collaboration did not presage a wider Sino-American 
synergy, and the Marauders found operating with their allies a major 
problem. One issue was disease: the Americans caught dysentery in 
large numbers and attributed this to the insanitary habits of the 
Chinese, especially their refusal to boil their water, or to wash their 
hands after using the latrines. The American K-rations also proved 
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unsatisfactory and unsuitable for jungle warfare, as the Chindits soon 
discovered. 6 

On 15 March Stilwell ordered the Chinese 22 nd Division to its next 
major objective, the key ridge of Jambu Bum, which separated the 
Hukawng valley from the Mogaung valley, but the Chinese found it 
difficult to coordinate attacks by infantry and tanks and suffered badly 
in a Japanese counterattack. Although in bad health and with a trouble¬ 
some liver, Stilwell continued undaunted and repeated his favourite 
credo: ‘If the Japanese are behind us, we are also behind them/ 7 Finally, 
on 19 March, the Chinese 66 th Regiment took the Jambu Bum on 
Stilwell’s sixty-first birthday. He celebrated by having a giant cake made 
and distributing slices to his commanders. The next task for the 
Marauders involved the i st Battalion acting as advance guard for the 
Chinese 113 th Regiment advancing to Shaduzup, while the 2 nd and 3 rd 
Battalions hit the Kamaing road 20 miles from Kamaing (the central 
Japanese position in the Mogaung valley) at Inkangahtawng. Once 
again Stilwell chafed with impatience at the Marauders' slow progress 
towards Shaduzup; sometimes they managed only five miles a day. 
They contrived a surprise assault on 28 March, but once again the 
Japanese counterattacked ferociously. During the bitter fighting an 
American voice was heard to exclaim: ‘Where the hell are the other 
5,306 Composite Units?’ 8 The other two battalions made a gruelling 
march in company with 300 Kachin guerrillas, but on the way to 
Inkangahtawng the two battalions became separated and then realised 
they would have to cross the Mogaung river, already in full spate. The 
3 rd Battalion crossed with difficulty but was immediately afterwards 
halted by heavy opposition, while 2 nd Battalion was similarly thrown 
back outside Inkangahtawng. 9 Reuniting once more, the two battal¬ 
ions withdrew to a suitable defensive position at the hilltop of Nphum 
Ga, getting a supply drop en route but with the Japanese dogging 
their heels. On 28 March the Marauders dug in and a week-long fire- 
fight commenced. The Japanese managed to drive a wedge between 
the two battalions and cut off 2 nd battalion on the higher slopes of 
the hill. 10 There was continuous vicious fighting, with both sides short 
of food, water and ammunition. The Marauders were now in a bad 
way, as with little drinking water, they were forced to drink from 
muddy pools, and were surrounded by the stench of dead mules. 
There was no way to evacuate or help the wounded, who began to 
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die rapidly from disease, especially dysentery and lack of water. Finally, 
on 4 April, the 3 rd Battalion broke through to link with their comrades. 
The two battalions then fought their way out, making agonisingly 
slow progress until on the 7 th they joined hands with the i st Battalion. 
Next day the Japanese made another attempt to surround the unit 
and there was more bitter fighting, but the following day they departed. 
With another of his sudden changes of mind, Tanaka decided that he 
had to concentrate on Myitkyina and withdrew his attackers there. 
The extended battle at Nphum Ga and environs had cost the Marauders 
59 dead and 379 wounded or disabled, plus a lengthy sickness roster. 11 

While all these military operations were going on, Stilwell had his 
usual half-dozen political and administrative balls to juggle. At the 
beginning of March, Slim flew to meet him at Thiphaga: ‘Stilwell met 
me at the airfield, looking more like a duck hunter than ever with his 
wind-jacket, campaign hat and leggings.’ He found his American friend 
and colleague jumpy and irritable because of both the continuing 
heavy rain and his uncertainty as to whether the Chinese divisions 
would coordinate smoothly in a major offensive . 12 Daringly, Stilwell 
confided to Slim his most secret plan for an attempt to take the key 
Japanese stronghold of Myitkyina during the monsoon and extracted 
a promise from him not to speak of it to anyone, especially 
Mountbatten. Stilwell explained to Slim that he was afraid of security 
leaks in Delhi, though Slim thought he was merely hedging his bets 
in case of failure. The real reason was that Mountbatten vehemently 
opposed such a venture and would not have authorised it; he had 
already told the combined chiefs that any plan to seize northern Burma 
was fundamentally unsound . 13 It was typical of Slim that he gave 
Stilwell his solemn word and kept it. The Myitkyina revelation was, 
however, a diversion from the main purpose of the meeting, which 
was to brief Stilwell on Operation THURSDAY and the Chindits. 
Stilwell had never been a Wingate admirer and disagreed at a theo¬ 
retical and practical level with LRP operations. He expressed doubts 
about the wisdom of THURSDAY but reluctantly agreed that the 
enemy might be rattled by having Wingate in his rear. Finally he 
grinned at Slim over his glasses and said: ‘That’ll be fine if Wingate 
does it and stays there, if he goes in for real fighting and not shadow- 
boxing like last time .’ 14 Stilwell’s low opinion of Wingate was uncannily 
like that of a man as unlike him as possible (and who loathed Stilwell 
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for his rudeness), Mountbatten's chief of staff General Pownall, who 
wrote at about this time: ‘If Wingate can be induced (ordered is hardly 
the word for him) to come westwards towards the Chindwin and if 
we also hold the Jap in front, we would be in a very good way to eat 
up two Jap divisions / 15 Slim replied to Stilwell that his worry was 
different: not that Wingate would shadow-box but that he would be 
pinned down in his strongholds. However, on the worst-case scenario 
he should be able to cut enemy communications for a significant 
period. 

The conference over, Stilwell took Slim on a tour of his headquar¬ 
ters, which Slim found appallingly primitive. He thought the American 
commander was making a mistake in cultivating a ‘just folks' persona 
and going around dressed like a scarecrow. He himself made a distinc¬ 
tion between talking to his men in an avuncular way, eliminating 
unnecessary distinctions of class and rank - which he approved of - 
and giving them nothing to take pride in, for Slim, an acute student 
of human nature, knew that men secretly liked the uniforms, badges 
and paraphernalia of rank and hierarchy, despite their barrack-room 
pseudo-egalitarianism. Slim was right. Although the GIs appreciated 
Stilwell's concern for the ‘average Joe', they despised his tatterdemalion 
appearance, and the spartan lifestyle left them cold. One of the 
Marauders saw him and said: ‘Christ, a duck hunter.' Another 
remarked, not knowing he was speaking of his commanding officer: 
‘Look at that poor old man. Some draft boards will do anything .' 16 
Gradually in the course of the campaign Stilwell came to realise that 
the men liked a general to look like a general, so he started wearing 
his insignia. At this stage, though, Slim thought he was seriously over¬ 
playing the image of tough austerity. ‘Goodness knows he was tough 
and wiry enough to be recognised as such without play acting, for it 
was as much a bit of stage management as Mountbatten's meticulous 
turn out under any conditions but it achieved its publicity purpose. 
Stilwell, thank heaven, had a sense of humour which some who prac¬ 
tise these arts do not and he could, and did, not infrequently laugh 
at himself .' 17 It was as well that Stilwell did have a sense of humour, 
for his enemies and critics liked to deal with him by ridicule for the 
most part. Mountbatten was fond of an anti-Stilwell story that he 
confided to his diary: ‘The first time that General Stilwell flew over 
the Hump into China he blew up his Lilo mattress fairly tight and lay 
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down on it to sleep. When the aircraft got to 18,000 feet, the pressure 
inside the cabin had fallen so much that the Lilo burst and old Vinegar 
Joe [was] brought down to the deck with a bump. He woke up with a 
start, drew both his revolvers and looked round to see whom he could 
shoot. Fortunately at that moment he passed out from lack of oxygen/ 18 
If Slim was always welcome at Stilwell’s headquarters, Mountbatten 
was not, and relations between the Supreme Commander and his 
deputy steadily declined throughout 1944. On 6 March Mountbatten 
flew up to Taihpa to review the NCAC. He annoyed Stilwell before 
a word had been spoken by arriving with an escort of 16 fighters, 
which, as Stilwell complained to his staff, used enough fuel on the 
return trip to keep his own campaign going for a week. 19 There were 
other tensions. Mountbatten had already diverted Hump aircraft to 
Arakan and would divert more to the Imphal-Kohima battle without 
informing Stilwell, which rankled with Vinegar Joe. Mountbatten 
resented both Boatner’s secret mission to Washington and the fact 
that Stilwell was commanding at the front when he should 
(Mountbatten thought) be attending high-level conferences in Delhi 
and Chungking, even though Slim agreed that his presence at the 
front was essential, for otherwise the Chinese would not fight. 20 Behind 
the scenes the devious Wedemeyer was stirring the pot, and 
Mountbatten had already complained to Field Marshal Dill in 
Washington that it was not feasible for Stilwell to fulfil his simulta¬ 
neous roles in China, India and Burma; he suggested that he be 
confined to the role as Chiang’s chief of staff while Wedemeyer 
replaced him in Delhi. Mountbatten mainly considered Stilwell a 
nuisance: while conceding that he had fire in his belly and was ‘a fine 
old warrior', he complained that he had no understanding of global 
strategy and was impatient with administration. 21 He was also secretly 
piqued (prompted by Wedemeyer's leaks from American sources) that 
Stilwell considered himself the only one fighting a war, that he laboured 
in the jungle while the Supreme Commander was concerned only 
with publicity, public relations and his own image - which was true, 
if not the whole truth. 22 Stilwell's distaste for Mountbatten was more 
visceral. He disliked him in general terms as an aristocrat, a member 
of the royal family and a Limey with a cut-glass accent, and in particu¬ 
lar terms as a careerist nonentity. As 1944 wore on, Stilwell's 
animadversions grew more frenetic. ‘The more I see of the Limeys, 
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the worse I hate them . . . the bastardly hypocrites do their best to 
cut our throats on all occasions. The pig-fuckers/ As for Mountbatten 
himself, he was ‘a fatuous ass’; ‘childish Louis, publicity crazy’; and 
‘a pisspot’. 23 

Since Stilwellwore the standard GI trousers and field jacket, without 
any decorations, when he met the Supreme Commander at the airfield, 
the sartorial contrast seemed almost to sum up the crevasse that sepa¬ 
rated the two men. Mountbatten’s descent from the plane was 
described thus: ‘In knife-edge, impeccable tan tropical uniform with 
three rows of campaign ribbons and six-inch shoulder bars encrusted 
with stars, crowns, crossed swords and batons and royal initials, the 
Supremo was as elegant in Hukawng as he would have been in 
Mayfair.’ 24 Superficially the two men were correct and even affable. 
Stilwell began by apologising for the Washington mission - an easy 
concession to make as he had won the strategic argument. There was 
a meeting at headquarters where ‘Louis made a dumb speech’, 
according to his host. Mountbatten’s version was that his speech failed 
because it was drowned out by the noise of the 16 fighters that insisted 
on circling round overhead. 25 Then Stilwell whisked the visitor away 
for a tour of the battlefield at Walawbum, where Mountbatten, to 
Stilwell’s contemptuous disgust, complained about the smell of 
corpses. Next the Supreme Commander insisted on addressing the 
Marauders. Stilwell was always unimpressed by ‘Louis’s rhetoric’ but 
other accounts insist that the speeches went down well and that the 
GIs were impressed. 26 One exchange with a soldier was reported as 
follows. Soldier: ‘I’m Brown from Texas.’ Mountbatten: ‘There are a 
lot of you Texans out here.’ Soldier: ‘Yes, that’s why the war’s going 
so well.’ 27 Yet it was clear to all perceptive observers that the two 
commanders were the proverbial chalk and cheese, separated not just 
by personal style, method and purpose but by the divergent interests 
of their two countries. Suddenly Mountbatten decided he wanted to 
see the fighting currently going on at the front. Stilwell tried to dissuade 
him, pointing out the danger from snipers and the fluidity of the 
ebbing and flowing battle. Mountbatten then protested that Stilwell 
himself was going up to the front, so why could he not go? ‘I am an 
old man and it does not matter about me, whereas I’m responsible 
for your safety,’ Stilwell replied. When Mountbatten insisted that he 
would take the responsibility, Stilwell tried to dissuade him on other 
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grounds: he had no proper headquarters at the front and nowhere to 
accommodate Mountbatten’s staff. When he received the prompt reply 
that 'Dicky’ would go alone and leave his staff behind, Stilwell 
concluded that there was no more to be said and he had better play 
the gracious host. 28 

The Chinese general Liao came forward to be introduced to the 
Supreme Commander, who decided to take him as his personal guide. 
The first night they slept in the jungle under parachutes spread on 
the tops of bamboo poles. Next morning they set out again, but Liao 
kept stopping every hundred yards, prompting muttered curses from 
Stilwell: ‘Here comes another lecture.’ Liao would then proceed to 
tell the Supremo and his deputy in unnecessary detail exactly what 
fighting had taken place in each section of jungle. Glad to shake off 
the attentions of this tiresome dragoman, Mountbatten begged a jeep 
for a drive through the jungle where Stilwell’s Pioneers were clearing 
the way. 29 Driving too fast, as usual, he ran over a bamboo with his 
front wheel that ricocheted back into his left eye. At first he thought 
the bamboo had taken the eye clean out of its socket; it had missed, 
but for all that he was temporarily blinded. A US missionary who 
tended him at the scene said: ‘Young man, this is plenty serious. You 
must fly there [Ledo] and as quick as you can.’ 30 Mountbatten was at 
once rushed to Ledo, where a distinguished American eye specialist, 
Captain Scheie, diagnosed severe internal haemorrhage but said the 
eye should recover if not subjected to strain. He then endured five 
days of complete blindness, with both eyes bandaged, during which 
time he was not allowed to move his head or lie on his side. ‘They 
were the longest 120 hours I can remember,’ he confessed. 31 Three 
nurses did eight-hour shifts, feeding and washing him and reading to 
him as if he were a baby. It was 19 March, 12 days after the accident, 
before Scheie pronounced him out of danger. Stilwell showed his 
humanity by visiting the ‘pisspot’. Mountbatten wrote: ‘I was much 
touched that Old Joe Stilwell should have flown up from the front on 
Sunday to come and pay me a visit in hospital. He and I always get 
on well personally.’ 32 The GIs were less sympathetic. Hearing that 
Mountbatten was in hospital with optical problems, the Marauders 
spread the ‘scuttlebutt’ that ‘Uncle Joe busted the Limey in the eye’. 33 
There is a particular irony in Mountbatten’s accident having happened 
on the very day the Japanese launched U-GO. It was while he was in 
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bed, still in great pain and unable to read, that (on 14 March) he was 
told of the desperate need for transport aircraft to relieve Imphal and 
gave the appropriate orders orally. It is perhaps unnecessary to dwell 
on Mountbatten’s characteristic impetuousness. If he had not insisted 
on going up to the front, against Stilwell's advice, he would have saved 
himself days of grief and agony. 34 

When the great crisis of Kohima-Imphal broke, Stilwell did his best 
to help, although he could not resist a typical crack: ‘The Limeys have 
the wind up at Imphal/ At Slim's urging he decided to make another 
trip to Chungking to try to get Chiang to commit Y-force; he was also 
concerned that his Chinese generals were not driving their men hard 
enough and suspected secret orders were being received from the 
generalissimo. Chiang had in fact signalled Stilwell when Mountbatten 
diverted planes from the Hump for the Arakan operation to tell him 
to halt his advance pending clarification of Allied intentions, but Stilwell 
had ignored the signal, remarking wearily: ‘O Jesus, now that starts 
again.' 35 Slim related that the impact of Arakan on Chiang ruined 
Stilwell's promising start to his campaign, and the prospects of an 
early advance on Myitkyina, but that he himself forgave the American 
for his bitterness ‘and he was bitter even for Vinegar Joe'. 36 Stilwell 
departed for Chungking, flying the usual Hump route via Kunming, 
in a jaundiced mood: ‘If I can't move the Peanut, the jig is up for the 
season.' He conferred with Chiang next day and found him inflexible 
on the subject of Y-force, though the generalissimo vaguely promised 
two divisions for the NCAC push on Myitkyina, which he, like 
Mountbatten, thought would take place some time in the indefinite 
future, and certainly after the monsoon. But while he was in 
Chungking, Stilwell received the unwelcome news that Frank Merrill 
had had a heart attack and had been rushed from the front to a hospital 
in Ledo. 37 Before he could take any decision about the future of the 
Marauders, he had to fly back to India for a conference with Slim and 
Mountbatten. To his wife he wrote in ambivalent mood about the 
Supreme Commander: ‘Louis and I get along famously even if he 
does have curly eyebrows . . . Just a line before hopping off to see 
Louis who, to put it mildly, has his hind leg over his neck. If they 
don't buck up on their side, we will also have our tit in the wringer. 
What a mess the Limeys can produce in short order.' 38 

Stilwell went to Jorhat for the meeting in gloomy mood, expecting 
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to be stitched up by the Limeys, since his recent request for Anglo- 
Indian troops to protect US airfields had been turned down - clearly 
because of the crisis at Kohima-Imphal. He decided, as it were, to get 
his retaliation in first by offering Slim and Mountbatten the Chinese 
38 th Division. This of course meant that his own campaign would be 
over and all hope of reaching Myitkyina before the monsoon gone. 
He made his magnanimous offer at a pre-lunch meeting with Slim 
alone (before Mountbatten arrived). Slim thought his old friend looked 
very tired, but he uttered no anti-Limey reproaches and showed consid¬ 
erable sympathy and understanding for Slim's difficult position. To 
S til well’s delight, Slim answered that he was confident that Imphal 
would hold; he therefore wanted Stilwell to keep the Chinese and 
launch his attack on Myitkyina as planned, assuming of course that 
the operation was still on. 39 Stilwell replied that it was very much still 
on, but that it was more than ever imperative that Slim should keep 
the secret from Mountbatten. When Slim readily assented, Vinegar 
Joe tried to press him further, and asked for a guarantee that his 
communications would not be cut. Slim very correctly replied that 
this was an impossible demand: he was stretched at Imphal and Kohima 
so certainly could not vouch for Japanese inability to slip past him 
into the Brahmaputra valley. What he could promise was that such 
severance would not last more than 10 days. Stilwell said he’d hoped 
Slim might reply along those lines and that he should not worry about 
his previous request for Anglo-Indian troops. He intended to detach 
a Marauder regiment to guard the airfields, from where they would 
fly in reinforcements once the attack on Myitkyina began. 40 When 
Mountbatten arrived after lunch, the two men told him they were 
completely in agreement, and to the Supreme Commander’s surprise, 
all seemed sweetness and light; naturally they said nothing about 
Myitkyina. Stilwell wrote to his wife in high delight: ‘Much to my 
surprise, no question of help from us. On the contrary Slim and the 
Supreme Commander said, go ahead.’ This was particularly import¬ 
ant to Vinegar Joe, as the Kachins were predicting an early monsoon. 41 

If Slim and Stilwell were behaving like seasoned professionals during 
the crisis weeks of April, Mountbatten’s behaviour was decidedly odd. 
It was the end of the month before the pain in his eye completely 
eased, and perhaps this is the explanation for what can only be described 
as ‘inappropriate behaviour’. Pownall had noticed that his boss seemed 
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to be acting strangely, repeating orders that Slim had already given 
and in general trying to take the credit for his general's success in the 
field, and took him to task for his micromanaging interventionism. 1 
told Mountbatten frankly that he had gone completely off the rails 
and he had no right to go about things the way he had done . . . I'm 
bound to say Mountbatten took all this amazingly well, indeed he 
cried “Peccavi” and apologised. I hope that in the future I shall only 
have to wag my finger at him and he'll be more careful.' 42 Yet the 
Supreme Commander drew back from one act of folly only to launch 
himself into an even greater one: it was a classic instance of reculer 
pour mieux sauter. While the struggle for Kohima-Imphal raged at its 
most intense, and every plane, piece of equipment and sum of money 
was vital, he took the extraordinary decision to move his entire head¬ 
quarters, personnel, equipment, bag and baggage from Delhi to the 
island of Ceylon (modern Sri Lanka). To all dispassionate observers 
this seemed indeed a case of a man who could not stand the heat and 
was therefore getting out of the kitchen. The new headquarters, at 
Kandy, was 1,600 miles to the south of Delhi and 500 miles farther 
away from the battlefields of Burma. Mountbatten's only excuse for 
this piece of egregious idiocy was that Kandy was more suitable as a 
base for amphibious operations. 43 But if Kohima-Imphal proved 
anything, it proved that the future of Burma was going to be decided 
on land, and that all the old Churchill/Mountbatten dreams of 
seaborne invasions of Sumatra and the like were so much moonshine. 
The Americans were quite right to see this bizarre decision as a flight 
from reality, and they were not alone. Auchinleck, Giffard, Slim and 
Peirse all thought Kandy was much too far from the fighting, and in 
London alarm signals were raised. Auchinleck was particularly irri¬ 
tated that Mountbatten was breaking a solemn promise he had made 
to him in October 1943 about eschewing ostentation and an imperial 
staff. 44 

Yet Mountbatten would not be dissuaded, and on 17 April the mass 
exodus took place - a criminal waste of resources at such a juncture. 
Here was the Supreme Commander acting like a Riviera playboy while 
14 th Army was fighting the battle that would decide the war. And yet 
Mountbatten had the almost unbelievable gall to claim that he was 
the architect of victory. His new headquarters in Kandy became a 
byword for luxury and elegance. Visitors could not get over the general 
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air of affluence and prosperity and the Supreme Commander's sleek 
fleet of limousines - ‘much too grand for me', as one observer 
waspishly remarked. 45 Mountbatten compounded the problem of being 
too far from the war and thus being unable to engender any sense of 
urgency in his personnel by the most grotesque overstaffing. There 
were now 7,000 men and women on the staff of SEAC and there was 
not even an operation for them to plan. Soon this incredible figure 
escalated to 10,000, at the very time commanders in the war theatres 
were complaining of manpower shortages. Alanbrooke was justifiably 
incensed when Mountbatten, having quit a perfectly good headquar¬ 
ters in Delhi, then demanded to have his own ‘ambassador' there - 
which, as Alanbrooke saw clearly, would in turn become an excuse 
for building up another huge staff of drones. As he rightly remarked 
a little later: ‘Seldom has a Supreme Commander been more deficient 
of the main attributes of a Supreme Commander than Dickie 
Mountbatten ... I find it very hard to remain pleasant when he turns 
up! He is the most crashing bore I have met on a committee, is always 
fiddling about with unimportant matters and wasting other people's 
time.' 46 To cap it all, Mountbatten was approaching a state of nervous 
exhaustion: the incessant travel, the tough decisions he had had to 
take over Imphal, the pain from his eye all contributed to the crazy 
decision to relocate to Kandy. This should have provided a rest cure, 
but observers continued to claim that he looked tired and drawn; his 
friend Noel Coward was one of these. 47 Wavell, who had more time 
for him and Wingate than any other senior general, said that he had 
lost ‘that first, fine, careless confidence that caused my predecessor to 
call him the Boy Champion'. 48 

As if to prove the point, Mountbatten had no sooner moved to 
Kandy than he was off again, this time on a flying visit to Stilwell's 
front. A jaundiced Vinegar Joe reported to his wife on the tactlessness 
of the Supremo and his minions: ‘The Glamour Boy was over 
addressing our troops the other day. His own backyard was on fire 
and that was the time he chose to make a pep talk to us. Impressing 
his personality on our troops. A Limey forestry official came to our 
HQ and made the proposition that the US pay the British for the trees 
we are cutting down in Burma to make a road to China.' 49 As if to 
thumb his nose at the British, Stilwell sent a message to Stalin, congratu- 
ating him on the Red Army's twenty-fifth birthday; not surprisingly, 
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Soviet sources played this up and the Supreme Leader replied effu¬ 
sively (a case of Uncle Joe to Vinegar Joe). 50 Since Stalin was an ally, 
there was no reason on the surface why Stilwell should not have 
congratulated him, but usually the Anglophone Allies, and particu¬ 
larly the British, liked to keep their contacts with the USSR to a 
formally polite level; by sending this message Stilwell increased the 
gap between himself and the Red-baiters of the extreme right, such 
as the devious Wedemeyer. Stilwell was undoubtedly in a strange, 
unsettled and volatile mood in the spring of 1944. On the one hand 
he was more vehement and savage than ever. Sharing Slim’s loathing 
for the Japanese, when a (rare) prisoner offered to shake hands with 
him as a noble opponent, Stilwell raged at him: ‘Not with you, you 
dirty bastard.’ 51 On the other, he was far more reflective than usual, 
setting down on paper his views on a variety of existential matters. 
Pondering the qualities of a great commander, he concluded that it 
was 80 per cent character, 10 per cent power of decision, 5 per cent 
technical knowledge and 5 per cent everything else. 52 Clearly he did 
not share Napoleon’s conviction that the prime requisite was luck. In 
May he sent his wife a long letter dedicated to the proposition that 
he was one of life’s worriers, but not about himself. ‘Strangely enough 
I do not worry about my own life. It never occurs to me that my 
plane will crash or that the next bomb has my name on it. The possi¬ 
bility occurs to me, but it does not weigh on my mind at all. I wonder 
what that indicates.’ 53 

Although both Mountbatten and Stilwell in their different ways 
showed clear signs of exhaustion, probably the toughest decisions that 
spring were taken by Slim, and not just about Kohima-Imphal. When 
Wingate died there was the immediate question of who should succeed 
him, and the subsequent and more important one of just what role 
the Chindits should now fill. ‘It is an interesting sidelight on a strange 
personality,’ Slim wrote, ‘that, after his death, three different officers 
each informed me that Wingate had told him he was to be his 
successor should one be required. I have no doubt at all that they were 
speaking the truth.’ 54 There were five possible candidates to succeed 
Wingate: Calvert, Symes, Tulloch, Fergusson and Lentaigne. Tulloch 
was ruled out at the start because he had never commanded a Chindit 
column in the field, so Slim used him as a sounding-board and un¬ 
official adviser in the selection process. Symes, who had taken on the 
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post as Wingate's deputy at Auchinleck’s urging, as a kind of Indian 
army ‘minder' for the turbulent prophet, was a reluctant Number 
Two who did the job on the express assurance that he would be a 
shoo-in to succeed Wingate if anything happened to him. Slim, 
however, considered that his case was the same as Tulloch's: he had 
not commanded Special Force in the field. Fergusson and Calvert were 
both true Wingate believers and disciples, but if one of them was to 
be chosen it surely had to be Calvert, as his fighting record hitherto 
was so much more impressive. On the other hand, he was wild and 
unstable, a fighter but not really a strategic leader and planner; he did 
not bear the nickname ‘Mad Mike' for nothing. 55 By a process of elim¬ 
ination, therefore, Slim came to Lentaigne, who had the considerable 
advantage of being a Gurkha officer - a breed Slim liked and trusted. 
Slim told Tulloch that his inclination was to appoint Lentaigne. Tulloch, 
unaccountably, advised Slim that Lentaigne was the commander most 
in tune with Wingate - a grotesque and unaccountable travesty of 
the facts. In fact Lentaigne hated and despised Wingate and thought 
that all his ideas and theories about Long Range Penetration were 
arrant nonsense. 56 He was also a heavy drinker, but Slim, following 
Abe Lincoln's example with General Grant, discounted this as unim¬ 
portant. 

Slim described his selection procedure as follows: ‘His [Wingate's] 
successor had to be someone known to the men of Special Force, one 
who had shared their hardships, and in whose skill and courage they 
could trust. I chose Brigadier Lentaigne. He not only fulfilled all these 
requirements, but I knew him to be, in addition, the most balanced 
and experienced of Wingate's commanders.' 57 Here Slim was being 
slightly disingenuous. What he did not say was that Lentaigne was the 
only one, Symes apart, who fully agreed with Slim that the more 
grandiose plans for Special Force should be wound up, that Long 
Range Penetration should be wound up and that the Chindits should 
henceforth function as an adjunct to 14 th Army, just as the Marauders 
did with the Chinese divisions. Slim told Lentaigne forthrightly that 
the halcyon days were over and that henceforth there would be no 
special channel to Churchill, bypassing the normal military hierachies. 
The appointment of Lentaigne was deeply unpopular with some of 
the Chindit brigades. Calvert felt slighted and Symes, feeling he had 
been double-crossed, first protested to Giffard, and when that produced 


341 



no result, put in a formal protest to Alanbrooke in London. 58 His resig¬ 
nation was accepted, and Tulloch became Lentaigne’s deputy, as a 
reward for his services. The effect on the morale of Special Force 
was palpable, and all the latent fissures, which had been held down 
because of the sheer domineering force of Wingate's personality, 
became overt and manifest. There were three factions at large; 
77 Brigade under Calvert, which was fanatically loyal to Wingate; 
hi Brigade under Lentaigne and John Masters, where Wingate and all 
his works were loathed; and a third neutral bloc in 14 Brigade, under 
Brodie. 59 The Calvert faction thought Lentaigne weak, defeatist and 
cowardly; he hated Wingate but had never had the guts to stand up 
to him while he was alive and would similarly let Slim (and later Stilwell) 
walk all over him. 60 Lentaigne was certainly Slim's man. When Slim 
announced that he wanted to recall the Chindits to help in the defence 
of Kohima-Imphal, it was Tulloch who pointed out that they were already 
fighting a desperate action at White City. Actually, as Tulloch later 
conceded, Lentaigne's judgement in this instance was sound. If he had 
agreed without demur to be withdrawn to Imphal, they would not later 
on have fallen into Stilwell's clutches, with disastrous results for them. 61 

As a result of Tulloch's intervention a compromise was reached, 
with 14 and m Brigades (those most sympathetic to Slim and 
Lentaigne's new bearing) ordered to move west towards the Chindwin 
and block the roads Japanese 15 and 31 Divisions would be using in 
the Imphal campaign, while Calvert and 77 Brigade were left where 
they were for the time being pending a visit from Lentaigne. 62 Now 
nominally under the command of the newly promoted Morris, in 
Brigade's actual command devolved on John Masters, another 
Lentaigne loyalist (Lentaigne, Morris and Masters were all Gurkha 
officers). Meanwhile Calvert and Fergusson had an angry confront¬ 
ation with their despised superior officer, who flew to Aberdeen' to 
meet them. He gave them the unwelcome news that they would be 
collaborating in the Imphal battle and were to help take the pressure 
off 4 Corps. Both the Wingate loyalists protested vehemently. 
Fergusson wanted another crack at Indaw, while Calvert was adamant 
that it was madness to abandon White City and Broadway; both men 
put it to Lentaigne that they were all now being used as Slim's foot¬ 
ball. 63 When Lentaigne reported back to Slim, he decided to go halfway 
to meet Calvert and Fergusson (though his critics claim his next action 
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was sheer machiavellianism). He announced that henceforth Calvert 
and Fergusson would come under Stilwell’s command and that their 
mission was to abandon White City and move towards Mogaung to 
assist in the operations of the Chinese there. Events prevented the 
immediate implementation of the new orders. Now finally convinced 
that the Chindit operation was no mere raid but a genuine cancer ‘in 
their guts’ (as Wingate had put it), the Japanese launched a massive 
attack on Broadway on 27 March. 64 A ferocious running battle went 
on until 1 April, when the Japanese, worsted, drew off. Broadway was 
now left in peace until Calvert reluctantly obeyed his orders and with¬ 
drew on 13 May, missing what would have been an annihilating attack 
on the stronghold by 24 hours. 65 Meanwhile the Japanese switched 
their attention to White City, which was attacked on 6 April. Calvert 
and his men fought a heroic holding action while reinforcements from 
the West African Brigade began to arrive. Soon so many Nigerians 
were in place that Calvert had numerical superiority. Although Calvert 
had been genuinely delayed byjapanese incursions, Slim and Lentaigne 
suspected him of stalling. Lentaigne flew in on n April and ordered 
Calvert and 2,400 men to move off into the jungle as a ‘floater’ column, 
leaving the Nigerians to man the strongholds. 66 

On 13 April Calvert attacked the village of Sepein near Mawlu but 
in his usual headstrong way did not time his attack well and went in 
too soon. Initially repulsed, he returned to the fray with substantial 
reinforcements from the Nigerians at White City. Caught between 
Calvert’s brigade and the West Africans, the Japanese counterattacked 
ferociously, and Calvert had to call in an air strike before they were 
beaten back. At a cost of 100 dead and 200 wounded, Calvert made 
the unconfirmed claim that he had inflicted 3,000 Japanese casualties 
and thus could hold White City indefinitely. 67 When Lentaigne repeated 
the order for a definitive abandonment of Broadway and White City 
- adding that he was to build a new stronghold called ‘Blackpool’ 60 
miles north (near Hopin and 30 miles south of Mogaung) so as to link 
with Stilwell - Calvert replied by sending signals that could only be 
considered insubordinate, making quite clear his contempt for his new 
commander. 68 To sugar the pill, Lentaigne sent back word that hi 
B rigade was also being assigned to the Stilwell theatre and would be 
blocking the road and railway to Mogaung while 77 Brigade estab¬ 
lished Blackpool. Calvert, still stalling, pointed out that the new orders 
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would take the Chindits over the 90 days’ indenture of active service 
and then into leave that had been agreed with Wingate. Lentaigne 
had to fly in again and repeat the order in person on 8 May before 
Calvert would comply He pointed out that because of the delay in 
moving north, the Japanese now had a new division in the Chindit 
area - 33 Division, under General Honda Masaki. Lentaigne might 
have expected that Calvert, a member of the enemy faction so to 
speak, would have opposed his plans, but he was alarmed to find that 
his loyal ally Masters also had misgivings about the orders for in 
Brigade. Masters stressed how tired his men were, and Lentaigne prom¬ 
ised to send Brodie’s 14 Brigade to their support. 69 Both brigades soon 
had reason enough for their misgivings. Calvert had no sooner founded 
Blackpool than he was assailed; bitter fighting ensued, with many of 
the Chindits loudly complaining that they were having to fight for a 
pointless stronghold. 70 As for Masters and in Brigade, who moved up 
to relieve their rivals at Blackpool, they too managed to beat off an 
enemy attack, but prevailed only with the help of Colonel Philip 
Cochran’s Mustangs (Cochran, it will be remembered, was one of 
Wingate’s earliest supporters). 71 

By mid-May the Chindits were in considerable disarray. Fearing even 
more powerful attacks, Masters flew up to see Lentaigne and 
complained bitterly that Brodie and 14 Brigade seemed to have vanished 
into thin air. White City had been abandoned 13 days earlier, so where 
were Brodie and 14 Brigade? Already the factionalism within the 
Chindits was becoming more bitter. It was no longer a question of 
pro-Wingate and anti-Wingate cadres, but brigade against brigade, 
with each one seeming not to cooperate with the next one. Lentaigne 
lamely said that he understood the stress that all Chindit units were 
under and suggested that if Masters found the pressure of the enemy 
at Blackpool too great, he should simply pull out. After the relative 
success story of Broadway and White City, Blackpool was proving a 
disappointment. The monsoon, thick churning mud and the gradual 
build-up of Japanese forces with heavy artillery were all making the 
position untenable. A further attack on 17 May was beaten off, but 
then came a more sustained one a week later. Short of food and 
ammunition, Masters had no choice but to pull out, but the order to 
withdraw was given late, when the Japanese had already occupied 
positions forward of the stronghold, so that the retreating Chindits 
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took terrible losses. 72 Masters decided to head back towards the 
'Aberdeen area, and after a three-day march they made contact with 
the Nigerians and regrouped, now 2,000 strong. By this time everyone 
was exasperated by the continued non-appearance of 14 Brigade, and 
Masters was angry with Lentaigne also for his supposed indifference. 73 
The Kilkenny cats syndrome in Special Force was now threatening to 
tear the Chindits apart. Everyone was exhausted, morale was low, 
and even Cochran s pilots were starting to complain about the non¬ 
stop operations. 74 If the leadership from Lentaigne was weak, that 
from Stilwell was worse and verged on indifference. He had never 
wanted the Chindits under his wing in the first place, fearing that 
the Limeys would be insubordinate. He also disagreed with 
Lentaigne’s dispositions, particularly the order to abandon White 
City, curiously concurring with Calvert on this point if on no other. 
He also feared that if all the Special Force brigades moved north 
towards him, as Lentaigne had ordered, they would simply drag 
Honda’s 33 Division in their wake while he already had his hands 
full with Tanaka’s 18 Division. 75 

In any case, Stilwell’s attention was now elsewhere, focused on the 
epic trek by the Marauders towards Myitkyina, the key objective of 
the entire campaign. If he could take Myitkyina and improve its airfield 
to all-weather status, the Hump cargoes would be dramatically 
improved. Moreover, building a road and pipeline from Myitkyina to 
Bhamo would see an eventual link-up with the old Burma road to 
Kunming and Chungking. Meanwhile the main Chinese force would 
advance down the Mogaung valley to Kamaing, which Tanaka had 
orders to hold on to at all costs. Although he had only one division 
against five similar Chinese formations, he hoped to be reinforced by 
Japanese 53 rd Division, at which point he would counterattack. Sadly 
for him, the high command assigned him just two extra battalions, 
which meant his main hope for the defence was the monsoon itself. 
It did not occur to the Japanese that Stilwell would attempt a wide 
flank march on Myitkyina, because the steep Kumon mountains barred 
the way and even the Kachins declared them uncrossable/ 6 Yet this 
was precisely Stilwell’s intention. As he had earlier told Slim, the secret 
was to be kept from Mountbatten, and early in May he received implicit 
backing from Washington for his independent action. On 4 May the 
US Joint Chiefs of Staff decided they would land on Formosa, the 
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Philippines and the Chinese mainland, thus highlighting the impor¬ 
tance of Myitkyina to the wider U S strategy and meaning that Stilwell 
had implicit consent to sideline Mountbatten and SEAC . 77 Nimitz, 
Spruance and all the best naval minds had wanted to bypass the 
Philippines but MacArthur, who had rashly promised ‘I shall return' 
when he left the islands ignominiously in 1942, had his ‘face' to save. 
Confronted with a blizzard of rhetoric about MacArthur's ‘sacred obli¬ 
gations . . . redemption of seventeen million people . . . blood on his 
soul', etc., FDR gave in and let him have his way, partly in fear that 
the general might otherwise resign and challenge him in the 1944 pres¬ 
idential election . 78 Stilwell accordingly prepared his assault force. 
Although the Marauders were in poor shape after the gruelling 
campaigns of the previous three months, he assured them that he 
needed just one final effort to take the airfield at Myitkyina, after 
which they would enjoy a well-deserved furlough. Only 1,400 
Marauders were now effective, and Stilwell proposed that they march 
in the vanguard of 4,000 Chinese troops, using 600 Kachin rangers as 
their eyes and ears. Already his man-management was attracting 
adverse comment. While he lauded and cajoled the Chinese, he refused 
to praise the heroic members of Galahad force, mindful of General 
Pershing's dictum that American troops should always fight without 
being wheedled, coaxed or cosseted. His coldness and insouciance 
were the beginning of an alienation between him and the Marauders 
that would end in their hating him . 79 

On 28 April the 6,000-strong assault force set out for Myitkyina 
under the command of Frank Merrill, who had made a miraculous 
(it turned out to be temporary) recovery from his heart attack. The 
going was every bit as difficult as the Kachins had predicted. The 
Marauders and Chinese slogged over precipitous slopes in the monsoon 
rains, regularly losing mules and their loads as they toppled over cliff 
edges into deep gorges or simply sank down dead with exhaustion. 
The Marauders later claimed that dealing with the mules was far more 
onerous than fighting the enemy. Climbing up to 6,000 feet, then 
descending, then ascending again often in the teeth of bitterly cold 
winds, they eliminated small Japanese garrisons in mountain villages 
as they went. Clambering and crawling, often on hands and knees, 
they painstakingly cut steps into the steepest, muddiest ascents. With 
constant heavy rain, they sometimes made no more than four or five 
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miles all day. Two of the teams ran out of rations and had to wait at 
prearranged clearings for an airdrop. Still the Marauders plodded on, 
sustained by the thought that after a short battle they would all be 
going home. 80 They had one great advantage that the Chindits never 
had, in the shape of a good number of Nisei (Japanese-American) 
soldiers who knew the language and OSS operatives who were able 
to tap Tanaka's phones and learn his battle plans. This was yet another 
example of the overwhelming Allied superiority over the Japanese in 
intelligence of all kinds - signals, disinformation, espionage. 81 Finally, 
on 14 May, Merrill sent Stilwell the signal that they were 48 hours 
from their target; the Kachins had reported that there were no more 
than 700 Japanese at Myitkyina and they were totally unprepared. The 
24-hour codeword STRAWBERRY SUNDAE was transmitted on 15 
May, and then, two days later, the codeword Stilwell had been waiting 
for - IN THE RING - which meant that the attack was starting. The 
Marauders launched their assault on the airfield at 10 a.m. on 17 May, 
and 50 minutes later it was entirely in their hands. The jubilant code¬ 
word MERCHANT OF VENICE was sent. Stilwell enjoyed an 
ecstatic moment of triumph. 'Will this burn up the Limeys!' he wrote 
jubilantly in his diary. 82 Next morning he arrived at the airstrip with 
12 reporters. He and Merrill hugged each other with joy before Stilwell 
departed, confident that the town itself would fall within hours. 

Yet this was to be the classic case of hubris followed by nemesis. 
The seizure of the airfield should have been followed by the fall of 
Myitkyina itself, but the town proceeded to hold out for another 10 
weeks, even though in the first few days they did have just 700 men 
to pit against Merrill's nominal strength of 6,000. As so often happens, 
several things went wrong at once. Most of the Marauders were no 
longer battleworthy, many of them suffering from scrub typhus, foot 
rot, jungle sores and dysentery - ‘a pitiful but splendid sight’, as Merrill 
called them, 83 and those who were still effective took the line that 
their task was over: they had taken the airfield and were now due 
furlough as promised. Merrill therefore sent the Chinese troops to 
take the town, but this operation turned into fiasco when two of their 
battalions ended up fighting a pitched battle with each other on the 
18 th and did exactly the same thing next day, with the additional refine¬ 
ment that a third battalion joined in. When it turned out that no 
detailed plans of any kind had been made to take Myitkyina town, 
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Merrill called for reinforcements urgently. Instead of infantry Stilwell 
sent engineers and anti-aircraft guns, reasoning that the essential thing 
was to hold the airfield. 84 With Stilwell ignoring his pleas and the 
Chinese engaging in fratricide, Merrill succumbed to another heart 
attack on the 19 th . His place was taken by Brigadier General Hayden 
Boatner, Stilwell’s chief of staff, who turned out to be a hopeless field 
commander. Worst of all, Stilwell was offered the fresh troops of the 
British 36 th Division, but pigheadedly turned down the offer, as he did 
not want to be beholden to the Limeys; Myitkyina, in his view, had 
to be an all-American operation. 85 Stilwell would hear no excuses about 
how exhausted the Marauders were; in his view their failure meant 
they were lazy, disaffected or yellow’ - one of his perennial obses¬ 
sions. He insisted on rousting out the seriously ill from hospital and 
getting them back on the front line, and pressed his engineers into 
combat roles, at which they proved useless. 86 Another piece of 
‘treachery’ (in his view) was that one of his most talented officers, 
Colonel Charles Hunter, braved his wrath by sending in a hard-hitting 
report stressing that the Marauders were at the end of their tether 
and particularly disillusioned by the favouritism shown by Stilwell’s 
officers to the Chinese. 87 While all this was going on, General 
Maruyama, leading the defence in Myitkyina, was building up his 
strength; within a week, reinforcements from 56 Division on the 
Salween front had arrived to swell his numbers to 3,000, and shortly 
afterwards another detachment pushed the tally up to 4,500. 

The failure to take Myitkyina town after the walkover victory at 
the airfield turned into one of Stilwell’s greatest humiliations. But 
in the first heady 48 hours he saw only a great victory, as did the rest 
of the world. Mountbatten was stupefied to learn of the Marauders’ 
exploit when he did not even know Stilwell was aiming at Myitkyina, 
and his fury deepened when a signal arrived from Churchill demanding 
to know how ‘the Americans by a brilliant feat have landed us in 
Myitkyina’. 88 Mountbatten had to suppress his anger and send Stilwell 
a congratulatory order of the day: ‘By the boldness of your leader¬ 
ship you have taken an enemy completely by surprise and achieved 
an outstanding success by seizing the Myitkyina airfield.’ After 
describing the crossing of the Kumon mountains as ‘a feat which will 
live in military history’, he tried to rationalise his own humiliation by 
claiming that the Chindit destruction of Japanese communications 
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had made the exploit possible - a tall story, as he must have known. 
Mountbatten also used one of his most cherished ploys: taking the 
credit for all the bright ideas and great achievements of his generals. 
He wrote to his daughter: 'Isn’t the news of the capture of Myitkyina 
airfield great? It is one of my most interesting fronts, commanded by 
my deputy General Stilwell.’ 89 Despite the tribulations to come, the 
operation had momentous consequences. Long-term, it shortened the 
Hump route. Between May and October 1944,14,000 transport planes 
took off from the airfield bearing 40,000 tons of supplies to China. 90 
Any thought of a seaborne invasion of Sumatra was permanently 
shelved, making Mountbatten’s move to Kandy an even more absurd 
and unnecessary extravagance. And the convergence of Myitkyina 
with the victory at Kohima-Imphal meant that Slim would go on to 
greater things - an interesting historical irony in light of the fact that 
the overland Allied invasion of central and southern Burma was about 
to be shelved permanently until the Japanese launched U-GO. Possibly 
the greatest beneficiary of all these fluke occurrences was 
Mountbatten. The man who had no interest in crossing the Chindwin 
and the Irrawaddy and instead wanted to nibble round the edges with 
amphibious operations ended up as Earl Mountbatten of Burma, as 
if he had masterminded the entire operation from the beginning. 91 

One of the most dramatic impacts of the congruence of Myitkyina 
and Kohima-Imphal was on the attitude of Chiang Kai-shek. Since the 
beginning of the year FDR had been pressing Chiang hard to commit 
Y-force, which still languished in idleness on the Chinese side of the 
border. The generalissimo gave his now-cliched answer: that China 
was too weak to undertake a major campaign, being at once under 
threat from the Japanese in the east of the country and the Communists 
in the north. 92 Even Roosevelt could see that this was disingenuous, 
since in addition to outnumbering the Japanese along the Salween 
front by about ten to one, the generalissimo had 400,000 troops facing 
Mao’s Communists. Faced by blatant mendacity, he sent back a dusty 
reply. Marshall urged him to go further and tell Chiang that unless 
Y-force was sent into action, Lend-Lease would be cut off immedi¬ 
ately. As ever, this was a psychological bridge too far for FDR. When 
he received another bland message from Chungking, he sent Chiang 
his sharpest message yet, but still stopping short of the ‘or else no 
Lend-Lease’ proviso Marshall wanted. Chiang predictably took FDR’s 


349 



reproof as loss of ‘face' and did not reply. Roosevelt then took Marshall 
off the leash, and the President's chief of staff finally sent the rocket 
he had always wanted to deliver to Chungking. 93 Shocked into action, 
Chiang with much fanfare ordered Y-force into action, but delayed it 
behind the scenes. Yet when the British relieved Kohima on 20 April, 
he was genuinely impressed and gave the nod to his commanders to 
proceed in earnest but slowly -festina lente, to adopt the famous slogan 
of the emperor Augustus. It was only when the sensational news of 
the seizure of Myitkyina airfield came in in the third week of May 
that the generalissimo finally took his foot off the brake. Y-force turned 
out to be 115,000 men short of the official complement; Chiang prom¬ 
ised 95,000 replacements, but only 23,000 arrived. 94 Nonetheless, 
General Wei Li-huang was eager to see action after so much enforced 
idleness. Going much faster than in the generalissimo's original 
timetable, he directed the crossing by 32,000 Chinese troops on rubber 
boats and bamboo rafts of the 6o-foot-deep Salween, a maelstrom of 
treacherous whirlpools. One Chinese observer claimed that such an 
exploit had not been achieved by Chinese armies in 1,000 years. 95 Once 
over the gorges and into the io,ooo-foot Kaoliikung mountains - 
another range considered impassable - they swiftly overran the totally 
unprepared Japanese outposts. Elated, they pressed on along a spur 
of the Himalayas and took Lungling on 10 June, only to be driven out 
a week later by a fierce enemy counterattack. There ensued a two- 
month struggle for Lungling, a crucial objective if the land route from 
Burma to China was to be opened. 96 Now both Y-force and X-force 
at Myitkyina were bogged down. 

Hard pressed in Myitkyina as Japanese reinforcements built up, 
Stilwell asked Lentaigne to relieve the pressure by ordering Calvert 
to take Mogaung. Tanaka's original thinking had been to hold the 
30-mile stretch betwen Kamaing and Mogaung as long as possible, 
reasoning that as long as his 18 Division was blocking Stilwell's advance 
in the Mogaung valley, there could be no attack on Myitkyina. His 
tactics were to hold Kamaing until the monsoon, when he hoped the 
elements would do his job for him and the enemy forces would be 
trapped in flooded valleys. By mid-June the monsoon rainfall would 
be one inch a day and tanks would be unable to move. All the time 
he was walking a tightrope, as his men were on one-eighth rice rations 
and his guns limited to four rounds a day. 97 This smoke-and-mirrors 
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act was to some extent duplicated in Calvert's 77 Brigade, though 
unlike the Japanese, they received airdrops. However, Tanaka’s care¬ 
fully laid plans began to unravel when the Marauders arrived at 
Myitkyina like a thunderbolt. On 27 May Lentaigne signalled Calvert 
to take Mogaung; ‘Mad Mike' replied that he hoped to have completed 
the job by 5 June. This was no more than a pious hope. From the 
very beginning of his trek to Mogaung, Calvert ran into far heavier 
resistance than expected. In ferocious fighting to seize the Mogaung 
bridge, the Chindits were at first thrown back, losing 130 killed and 
wounded, and prevailed only by calling up massive air strikes. 98 When 
Major Archie Wavell, the viceroy’s son, was not flown out immedi¬ 
ately when wounded, as ordered, a furious Lentaigne threatened 
Calvert with dismissal. 99 But Calvert had more pressing problems than 
another row with Lentaigne. His own men in 77 Brigade were suffering 
grievously in the chaos of the monsoon. Men soaked and shivering 
slithered through mud; packs doubled their weight in the wet; the 
rain made jungle tracks impassable and the mists made it easy for 
units to get lost: one detachment was said to have spent three days 
crawling around in mud before finding itself back where it started. 
The monsoon had a multiplier effect on diseases, especially malaria 
and dysentery, but the Chindits found the worst enemy was scrub 
typhus, which killed large numbers of both Special Force and the West 
African brigade; even those who survived the horrible malady were 
often left with such severe depression that they committed suicide 
soon after ‘recovering’. 100 

Grimly struggling on, Calvert’s Chindits successfully assailed the 
village of Naungkyaikthaw after an aerial blitz on the Japanese bunkers. 
Calvert claimed that he killed 100 Japanese that day, but his own 
numbers were diminishing alarmingly, with disease and battle vying 
to notch up the greater tally of dead. Just when his situation was 
beginning to seem desperate, his Gurkhas made contact with the 
Chinese on 18 June at Lakum village, two miles from the town of 
Mogaung. 101 Calvert conferred with the Chinese commander, but found 
his allies curiously reluctant to make a frontal attack and excessively 
concerned about casualties. They considered the Chindit method of 
fighting headstrong, reckless and wasteful. In a curious reversal of the 
usual stereotype, it was the British, not the Chinese, who seemed to 
hold human life cheap. 102 What followed was one of the most bloody 
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and savage battles even by the gruesome standards of the Burma 
campaign. After a massive artillery barrage, Calvert called down an 
air strike by seventy Mustangs on the enemy position. On 23 June 
battle was joined with mortars, anti-tank grenades and flame-throwers. 
The carnage on the 23 rd was terrific, and the Gurkhas won two Victoria 
Crosses in a single day for conspicuous valour. Another assault next 
day was largely carried out by the Chinese and their heavy artillery. 103 
By noon on the 25 th the Japanese were effectively beaten, but the 
Gurkhas did not begin to edge cautiously into the town until the next 
day. They found the enemy fled. 104 Mogaung was one of the great 
infantry battles of the war, but it was effectively 77 th Brigade's last 
hurrah, for casualties were enormous. Calvert lost 800 men dead and 
wounded - almost half his force - and his brigade was no longer an 
effective fighting force. Only 300 men were left who could walk, let 
alone march. In some accounts of the battle, the Chinese and the 
American airpower tend to get written or airbrushed out, but to his 
great credit, in his own version of the battle, Calvert gave them full 
credit. 105 Victorious but at their last gasp, the Chindits blamed Stilwell 
for much of what had gone wrong. Unaccountably, some pro-Chindit 
authors write as if the mere fact of being under Stilwell’s command 
of itself generated the huge casualties, which is absurd. But they are 
on firmer ground in complaining that planes failed to arrive regularly 
to ferry out the wounded, which may well have been the result of 
incompetence at his headquarters. 106 Certainly Stilwell showed himself 
an ingrate on this occasion. There were no messages of congratula¬ 
tion, just a curt 'we have it’ in his diary. He compounded his sins by 
claiming later that the victory at Mogaung had been a walkover, won 
against starving Japanese with few Allied casualties. 107 He also briefed 
the BBC correspondents that the battle had been won by his Chinese. 
This was presumably his revenge for the many times the BBC had 
written him out of their reports or changed purely American successes 
into Allied victories’. Calvert was incandescent with fury when he 
heard on the radio that Chinese-American forces had taken Mogaung. 
He wrote: ‘The Chinese-American forces having taken Mogaung, 
77 Brigade has taken umbrage.’ 108 

It is often alleged by the pro-Wingate coterie of historians that Slim 
and Stilwell were particularly hard on Calvert, as he was a Wingate 
loyalist and therefore the butt of their displaced (and posthumous) 
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dislike of the prophet of the Chindits. This view can hardly survive 
an examination of Stilwell’s treatment of Lentaigne, Morris and 
Masters, the so-called anti-Wingate Chindits. The truth is that Stilwell 
piled unacceptable pressure on all the Chindit brigades and set them 
impossible tasks because he feared the domino effect of allowing them 
to retire with their hard-won battle honours. The reasoning was that 
if he let the Chindits return to India on furlough, he would then have 
to do the same with the Marauders while Myitkyina was still in enemy 
hands, and in that case what about the Chinese, who had been in the 
field longer than either? 109 Certainly his treatment of Morris and his 
Chindit detachment, known as MorrisForce, was even worse than that 
he had meted out to Calvert and 77 Brigade. A close friend and ally 
of Lentaigne, Morris, described as ‘peppery, authoritarian, obstinate 
and impetuous', loathed Wingate and seems to have had an almost 
paranoid fear of him. 110 Like Lentaigne, he attracted obloquy from 
critics, who said he was weak and indecisive, and both Stilwell and his 
chief of staff Boatner seemed to have played on this. Boatner ordered 
MorrisForce to assail the Japanese formations east of the Irrawaddy 
and Morris's men made eight separate attacks on well-entrenched 
enemy positions. Morris signalled that he was losing one third of a 
platoon daily from sickness and asked permission to pull out and go 
to India on furlough. 111 Boatner refused in Stilwell's name, having asked 
the Chinese what they thought and received the negative answer he 
expected. Soon Morris's strength was down to three platoons, and his 
men cursed the very names of Boatner and Stilwell. Boatner actually 
went down to MorrisForce and 77 th Brigade to tell them to their face 
that he thought they were yellow' - faithfully echoing his master, 
with whom real or alleged cowardice was an obsession. 112 A Chindit 
colonel was said to have remarked: ‘Boatner will kill us all before he 
is finished' and fulfilled his side of the prophecy by being killed in 
action next day. 113 It was only after massive pressure from Mountbatten 
that Lentaigne was finally permitted to agree to Morris's request on 
21 July, by which time MorrisForce was a skeleton crew in more senses 
than one. 

Basically Stilwell would not or could not grant the Chindits or the 
Marauders furlough while Myitkyina still stood defiant, though it was 
his fault and that of his commanders and planners that this was the 
case. Furiously pressing the attack without success, Stilwell was reduced 
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to shuffling his deck of cards pointlessly, first replacing Boatner with 
Brigadier General Wessels temporarily, then replacing him with 
Hunter, and finally reinstating Boatner. Stilwell himself flew in to the 
airfield on several occasions, tearing his hair out about the rain, the 
poor morale of his men, the mutual recrimination of the commanders, 
the fact that aircraft had to land supplies and reinforcements even 
though they could not see the ground, and the general failure to make 
progress. His jotted pronouncements have all the hallmarks of a mind 
at the end of its tether. ‘Good God, what goes on in Mitch? . . . Rain 
- if we can't land planes we can't land troops . . . this is one of those 
terrible days when you wish you were dead . . . GALAHAD is shot 
. . . the wear and tear on the nerves continues. Are we attempting too 
much? Can they hold us? Is there a surprise ready? Counterattack? 
Will our people stick it out? Casualties too heavy? I can tell I've nearly 
had enough of this.' 114 A contingent of 2,600 volunteers arrived from 
the USA to replace the Marauders, some of them used to jungle condi¬ 
tions as they were veterans from Panama, bored with the chore of 
guarding the canal. Rushed from Bombay to Ramgarh for a perfunc¬ 
tory week's training, they were then hustled to ‘Mitch', where, instead 
of replacing the Marauders, they were amalgamated with them. They 
entered a nightmare world of rain and mud, where most of the old 
Galahad men were so tired that they fell asleep even during battle or 
leaned over the trenches vomiting up their K-rations. 115 Scrub typhus 
had by now become endemic, with 100 men a day going down. One 
regimental colonel was at his post with a temperature of 103° F and 
the men were not allowed to report sick unless they had run a temper¬ 
ature of 102 0 F for three days. The new recruits were largely hopeless. 
At least 50 were classified by the medical examiners as irremediable 
sociopaths, while the rest seemed frozen with terror at the mere 
thought of the Japanese. 116 Ill-trained, the newcomers gave fresh 
meaning to the notion of a ‘scratch unit’, and some had their first 
taste of how to load and fire a rifle on the plane to Myitkyina. While 
Hunter was solicitous for the men and complained of their poor treat¬ 
ment (and was later sidelined for having done so), both Stilwell and 
Boatner came across as uncaring, indifferent and even cruel. Stilwell’s 
behaviour was untypical, for in normal circumstances he was no 
soldier-slapping Patton. This and his demeanour towards Mountbatten 
and Slim (described below) suggests that he might have had a mental 
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breakdown at Myitkyina - not surprisingly as the stress would have 
finished off most men in their sixties. Whatever the truth, he became 
as much a hate figure for the Marauders as he already was for the 
Chindits. Fuelled by marijuana, the Galahad men referred to their 
commander and his staff as 'stuffed baboons' as well as more obscene 
and unprintable things. 117 ‘Bloodless and utterly coldhearted, without 
a drop of human kindness' was one of the milder criticisms of Stilwell. 
Two direct quotes from individual Marauders convey the general 
loathing. One said: ‘That bastard ain't no American. He was born in 
his goddam Myitkyina and I hope he dies there.' Another put it more 
graphically: ‘I had him in my rifle sights. I coulda squeezed one off 
and no one woulda known it wasn't a Jap that got the sonofabitch.' 118 

Fighting in the monsoon with demoralised troops against a deter¬ 
mined and well-entrenched enemy, Stilwell had to endure io weeks 
of mental turmoil until Myitkyina finally fell on 3 August. As if the 
stress of ‘Mitch' was not enough, he also had to visit Chiang in 
Chungking in early June, when the generalissimo reverted to the old 
Chennault mantra about winning the war with airpower alone if only 
he had enough planes and fuel. Stilwell was gloomy: ‘The situation 
in China looks pretty bad. I believe the Peanut is going to pay dearly 
for being stupid and stubborn . . . Peanut much surprised over North 
Burma success.' 119 Back at Myitkyina the battle went from bad to 
worse. Well-aimed Japanese mortars were now seriously interrupting 
the air traffic over the airfield and at one time the Chinese-American 
force was down to a single day's rations. It seemed entirely plausible 
that the Japanese might soon be able to take the runways. ‘There were 
days when a banzai charge by General Mizukami's garrison or a deter¬ 
mined push by 53 Division, which had been ordered to lift the siege, 
would in all probability have swept right over the airstrip.' 120 By now 
the undisciplined Marauders were refusing to take orders and even 
threatening to ‘frag' their officers. The entire weight of the fighting 
fell on the Chinese, who were predictably angry about having to sustain 
all the casualties, thus involving Stilwell in a further round of stress. 
The Allies did not win Myitkyina; the Japanese lost it when they were 
forced to pull out through sheer lack of food and ammunition. 
Mizukami committed suicide, and his body was found in the ruins 
when the Allies entered. 121 Kamaing, Mogaung and Myitkyina were 
all lost at root through Nippon's lack of resources. Yet the victories 
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at Mogaung and Myitkyina decisively broke the Japanese hold on north 
Burma, and the results were dramatic, and not just in the increased 
tonnage flown over the Hump. US engineers were able to start work 
on a road through the Hukawng and Mogaung valleys through 
Kamaing to Myitkyina and then repaired the road south to Bhamo, 
which the Chindits had destroyed. From Bhamo the road ran north¬ 
east to link up with the old Burma road going up to Yungling and 
Kunming and eventually, 600 miles later, Chungking itself. The conse¬ 
quences of Myitkyina were thus momentous, but the cost had been 
high: 272 Marauders were killed and another 955 wounded, with 980 
invalided out, even under Stilwell’s draconian strictures on illness. The 
Chinese lost 972 dead and 3,184 wounded and the Japanese 790 dead 
and 1,180 wounded. 122 At last the desperate Marauders were home¬ 
ward bound and officially disbanded in August, albeit later reconstituted 
as 75 th Infantry Regiment. Unlike the Chindits, they were given a 
Distinguished Unit Citation for their pains. 

It is a nice question whether Stilwell was more hated by the Marauders 
or the Chindits, but at least the Chinese factor could be adduced in 
mitigation of his treatment of his own countrymen. There was less 
justification for his attitude to the Chindits, which led to major confronta¬ 
tion with Mountbatten and Slim and extinguished the last embers of a 
dying relationship. The first great row came over Calvert and 77 Brigade, 
but this was resolved amicably after some tense moments. After the 
signal victory at Mogaung, Stilwell ordered Calvert to advance to 
Myitkyina and join in the siege there. Calvert, feeling that 77 Brigade 
had already performed far beyond the call of duty, ignored the order 
and shut down all radio contact with Chindit HQ. He then marched 
to Kamaing, expecting to be evacuated to India. He forgot that it would 
have been far easier to be flown out from Myitkyina. 123 Stilwell was 
furious about the insubordination and there was talk of a court martial. 
Eventually Lentaigne managed to get in touch with Calvert and tell 
him it was imperative he faced the music. Despite the fact that Lentaigne 
and Calvert loathed each other, the new Chindit commander had been 
defending him to the best of his ability, but Stilwell’s detestation of 
Lentaigne did not help. Arriving at headquarters, Calvert was ushered 
into a room where Vinegar Joe, his son, Boatner and Lentaigne were 
sitting. The following conversation ensued: 
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STILWELL: Well, Calvert, I have been waiting to meet you for some 
time. 

CALVERT: I have been waiting to meet you too, sir. 

STILWELL: You send some very strong signals, Calvert. 

CALVERT: You should see the ones my brigade-major won't let me 
send. 

STILWELL (laughing): I have just the same trouble with my own staff 
officers when I draft signals to Washington . 124 

Whether by luck or calculation, Mad Mike had struck just the right 
note to appeal to Vinegar Joe, and the ice was broken. There was no 
more talk of court martials. When Calvert launched into a detailed 
account of the Mogaung campaign, Stilwell kept saying: ‘Why wasn't 
I told?' It turned out he knew nothing of the history of 77 Brigade 
and was totally unaware that it had been in the field for four months. 

Yet if relations with Calvert were resolved amicably, Stilwell could 
not be appeased about the rest of the Chindits and continued to 
complain about Lentaigne and the various ways in which Special Force 
had let him down: the unilateral abandonment of Blackpool, the poor 
and ‘cowardly' showing of MorrisForce, the alleged ‘malingering' of 
the other brigades, the many acts of ‘insubordination' and defeatism 
by Chindit commanders, especially Lentaigne. Things got so bad that 
Mountbatten spent a lot of time flying up to the front to try to pour 
oil on the turbulent waters. A visit on 30 June is of peculiar interest, 
as both men recorded impressions in their diaries. Flere first is Stilwell: 
‘Mountbatten has been up again. He had the nerve to make a speech 
at our headquarters but he doesn't fool our GIs much. They are getting 
a look at the British Empah with its pants down and the aspect is not 
so pretty. You can imagine how popular I am with the Limeys. I have 
been thinking of Mountbatten as a sophomore but I have demoted 
him to freshman.’ 125 Mountbatten's ‘take’, as so often, was more 
Panglossian. He recorded the address to the GIs and continued thus: 

After this we lunched in his tent with the rain beating down on us and 
the temperature inside so great that we were as wet from sweat as if 
we had been sitting in the monsoon rain outside . . . Although Stilwell 
has always shown himself quite remarkably friendly to me the meeting 
was not easy as there were several points of difference to be cleared 
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up. However, he met me very handsomely more than half way (the 
problem is that Stilwell wants to be able to direct Lentaigne’s special 
forces). If only I could see him every day there would never be any 
difficulties in this command between the Americans and ourselves. Not 
that we do have many difficulties, as our relations on the whole are 
now very good . 126 

The diary entry smacks of humbug on two counts. By this time 
Mountbatten was actively intriguing to have Stilwell replaced as his 
deputy (see below). And if he wished for close contact with his 
commanders, why on earth had he relocated to Ceylon, which ruled 
out such contact? The visit ended on a disappointing note for the 
Supreme Commander. He expressed a desire to see Myitkyina, but 
both Stilwell and Lentaigne protested vehemently that this was too 
perilous. Mountbatten insisted he had to go, and the others reluc¬ 
tantly acquiesced. Suddenly the trip was cancelled. The Japanese had 
chosen that very day to make a massive fighter sweep over the battle¬ 
ground, and with only four Mustangs to protect him, Mountbatten 
would have been in serious danger. 127 Mountbatten, it seemed, was 
damned if he did and damned if he didn't. The time he had arrived 
with 16 Mustangs he had brought too many escorts and attracted 
ridicule; this time he brought too few. 

Continually plagued by Stilwell’s complaints about Lentaigne, 
Mountbatten tried using Slim as an intermediary, knowing that he and 
Vinegar Joe got on well. Yet even Slim hit a brick wall. The talks 
between the two started amicably enough. Slim jokingly reminded 
Stilwell that now that Kamaing had fallen, as per their agreement he 
was no longer the American s commanding officer. 'Well, general,’ 
said Stilwell, 'I’ve been a good subordinate to you. I’ve obeyed all your 
orders.’ Slim replied: ‘Yes, you old devil, but only because the few I 
did give you were the ones you wanted!’ 128 Having, as he thought, got 
Stilwell in a good mood, Slim gently suggested that he might now 
agree to come under Giffard’s command, especially as Giffard would 
be in Burma only for a short time in a caretaker role. Stilwell adamantly 
refused; his contempt for Giffard had lost none of its old bite. This 
issue was patched up in a face-saving way: Mountbatten himself took 
over Giffard’s military role. Next Stilwell launched into a series of 
grouses about the Marauders and the Chindits. Cast down by the 



protracted siege of Myitkyina, ‘he was extremely caustic about his 
unfortunate American commanders, accusing them of not fighting 
and killing the same Japanese over and over again in their reports'. 129 
The complaints about the Chindits were the most difficult issue. Slim 
had a series of meetings with both Lentaigne and Stilwell, and tried 
to work out the rights and wrongs of Vinegar Joe's lamentations. 
Lentaigne was bitter and told him that Stilwell was a hard driver who 
always asked the impossible, demanding that all the Chindit columns 
be simultaneously engaged and refusing to evacuate casualties. It was 
impossible to remonstrate with Stilwell, said Lentaigne, because he 
now refused any personal contact with the Chindit leader. Slim likened 
Stilwell and Lentaigne to Agamemnon and Achilles, this time with 
both men sulking in their tents: ‘I found Stilwell bitter and Lentaigne 
indignant and very understandably suffering from prolonged strain.' 130 
Trying to act the honest broker, Slim went back to Stilwell with his 
findings. His conclusion was that in many instances the Chindits had 
not carried out Vinegar Joe's orders because they were incapable of 
having done so. When he heard this, Stilwell began to vaunt the 
achievements of the Marauders over those of the Chindits. Slim would 
have none of it. Calmly he pointed out that Galahad had been behind 
Japanese lines a much shorter time and had sustained higher casual¬ 
ties. As for MorrisForce, why accuse a unit of a few hundred of failing 
to achieve what 30,000 Chinese and Marauders had not been able to 
do? Expecting Myitkyina to fall imminently, Slim unwisely agreed to 
Stilwell's suggestion that he retain the Chindits until that time and 
then release them. 131 The problem was that ‘Mitch' took until 3 August 
to surrender, and no one had foreseen this. 

As July began, the monsoon continued to howl and there was still 
no sign of any crack in Myitkyina's defences, both Lentaigne and 
Mountbatten became ever more agitated. Worried about the knock- 
on effect on the morale of the Marauders and the Chinese, Stilwell 
simply would not agree to send the Chindits on furlough. Early in 
July he sent 14 Brigade and the West Africans to take Taugni, which 
they accomplished brilliantly, a fourth Special Force Victoria Cross 
being won in the engagement. 132 Lentaigne then told Stilwell that his 
men had had enough and that in Brigade must be flown home at 
once. Stilwell objected that this meant his agreement with Slim was 
being broken, and both sides appealed to Mountbatten. The Supreme 
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Commander sent up what Stilwell scathingly referred to as ‘another 
circus from Kandy’, this time a deputation consisting of Wedemeyer, 
Frank Merrill and Major General I.O.S. Playfair. Another face-saving 
agreement was patched up: in Brigade was allowed to leave but 14 
Brigade had to stay for mopping-up operations around Taugni. 133 
Mountbatten was furious about Stilwell’s attitude, but as Pownall 
pointed out, he had to balance the exhaustion of the Chindits against 
the attitude of the ‘cousins’: ‘Whatever happens, we are in danger of 
this affair embittering Anglo-US relations. If we pull them out, the 
Americans (especially Stilwell) will say we ratted on them. If we leave 
them in, the British commanders will know why and will say so.’ 134 
Finally Mountbatten’s patience snapped. He told Stilwell that in the 
interests of humanity, all the medically unfit must leave at once. Stilwell 
flatly refused to concede. Mountbatten tried to force his hand by 
ordering a medical inspection of the remaining Chindits. The inspec¬ 
tion of Masters’s brigade on 17 July found only 118 fit for active service 
out of 2,200 officially rostered in four and a half battalions. Many had 
lost up to 45 pounds in weight, suffered at least three bouts of malaria, 
foot rot, septic sores, prickly heat or typhus. Masters sarcastically 
minuted Stilwell to enquire what their duties were, and Stilwell 
rewarded the sarcasm by sending them to guard a Chinese artillery 
battery, to the fury of the Chinese gunners, who construed this as 
loss of face. 135 It was 1 August before Stilwell allowed Masters’s brigade 
and the other Chindits to leave, and probably only then because on 
this date he was promoted to four-star general. Whatever debate there 
may be over the initial merit of Special Force, by the end it was little 
short of a disaster. The last time a Chindit unit fired a shot in anger 
was 7 August, when 36 Division - the one originally spurned by Stilwell 
- took over the duties of Special Force. 136 As a distinct entity the 
Chindits ceased to exist in February 1945. Operation THURSDAY had 
seen 1,034 Chindits killed and 2,572 wounded, but it inflicted 10,000 
Japanese casualties, including an estimated 5,764 killed. In other words, 
Special Force lost one fifth of its total strength and most of those who 
survived never fought again; poor rations and a high sickness rate - 
themselves consequences of Wingate’s fanatical voluntarism - were 
largely to blame. 137 Yet because Wingate vanished from the scene early 
and the Chindits came under Stilwell’s command, he was the one who 
attracted their censure and hatred. Tulloch, lamenting that Stilwell 
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had ‘his evil way with us', thought he should have been exterminated 
like a mad dog. 138 

Stilwell’s bruising encounters with the British over Lentaigne and 
the Chindits both increased his anti-Limey censoriousness and 
convinced Mountbatten that his so-called deputy commander would 
have to go. It is hard to overstate how deeply feelings ran on both 
sides, and there is circumstantial evidence that the Slim-Stilwell rapport 
was never the same again. Even those who were accustomed to treat 
Stilwell’s Anglophobe rants with detached and ironical amusement 
began to come round to the view that he had gone too far; perhaps 
it was not just a Stilwell trope, Vinegar Joe rhetoric; perhaps he really 
did in some pathological way hate the British. Others thought that 
what in Stilwell himself was a rather tiresome running joke was with 
his acolytes and close aides a genuine and deadly animus. Boatner and 
Brigadier General Benjamin Ferris, chief of staff of Stilwell's rear 
echelon in Delhi, were considered the prime exponents of an irra¬ 
tional Anglophobia. 139 On 22 June, the ever-loyal Frank Merrill radioed 
Stilwell to tell him that Mountbatten, together with Stilwell's deadly 
enemy Wedemeyer, was intriguing to have him replaced as his deputy 
commander by either Wedemeyer himself or General Daniel Sultan. 
The slippery Wedemeyer was playing a double game, determined to 
bring Stilwell down but secretly disloyal to Mountbatten and briefing 
against him in Washington, as he did during a trip there in June when 
he was supposed to be promoting the Supreme Commander's inter¬ 
ests. 140 Mountbatten's main hopes for ousting Stilwell were focused 
on Alanbrooke in London. Alanbrooke agreed, as did many, that 
Stilwell wore too many hats, and when General Marshall visited 
London in mid-June, suggested that the Americans ‘rationalise' the 
situation. Marshall correctly read this as part of a devious intrigue 
against his favourite, and reacted angrily: ‘Brooke, you have three 
C-in-Cs in India; none of them want to fight. We have one man who 
will fight and you want him taken out. What the hell kind of busi¬ 
ness is this?' 141 A sadder and wiser man, Alanbrooke later reflected: 

Marshall had originally asked us to accept this Stilwell-made set up to 

do him a favour, apparently as he had no one else suitable to fill the 

gaps. I was therefore quite justified in asking him to terminate a set 

up which had proved itself as quite unsound. I had certainly not expected 
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him to flare up in the way he did and to start accusing our commanders 
of a lack of fighting qualities, and especially as he could not have had 
any opportunities of judging for himself and was basing his opinions 
on reports he had received from Stilwell. I was so enraged by his atti¬ 
tude that I had to break off the conversation to save myself from 
rounding on him and irreparably damaging our relationship . 142 

For the moment, then, Mountbatten was stymied. The incandes¬ 
cent state of Anglo-American relations in Burma in summer 1944 was 
hardly the right context in which he should have been asking favours 
of the ‘optional extra' kind, but tact was never his strong point. At 
some stage he had got it into his head that a touring concert party 
by his old friend Noel Coward would be a great morale-booster for 
Allied troops and cabled Coward, then in South Africa, to come on 
to Ceylon. Perhaps Mountbatten was misled by the signal successes 
scored by very different kinds of entertainers, such as Vera Lynn, and 
the Cockney gossiping duo ‘Gert and Daisy', who had made a great 
hit with 14 th Army. 143 Coward duly sailed in the destroyer Rapid and 
arrived in Ceylon on 28 May. There was an inauspicious start to his 
tour when among the guests at a reception Mountbatten held for him 
was Admiral Sir James Somerville, the navy commander-in-chief and 
the Supremo's old foe. Somerville, who had a wonderful gift for 
repartee, spent the evening sparring waspishly with Coward and, in 
the opinion of some, emerged the victor in the verbal duel. 144 Clearly 
this was some form of transmogrified aggression towards 
Mountbatten, for three weeks later Somerville wrote formally to the 
Admiralty to protest about the Supreme Commander's use of his plan¬ 
ning staff, accusing him of seeking ‘a form of absolute control usually 
exercised by dictators'. 145 Mountbatten next asked Stilwell to provide 
transport for Coward and his troupe at the very moment the American 
was close to nervous breakdown because of the stalemate at Myitkyina. 
Vinegar Joe abruptly refused, ‘either from simple prejudice or perhaps 
on the theory that Coward's talents would not be appreciated by 
Chinese and American GIsV 46 Feeling insulted and humiliated, 
Mountbatten complained both to Lieutenant General Raymond 
Wheeler, a trusted American aide, and to Stilwell himself. Wheeler 
suggested that Stilwell send a message of regret, which he did, and 
the Coward tour headed for Ledo. Coward's first performance, in front 
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of the black troops building the Ledo road, was a total disaster. They 
had never heard of the ‘Limey piano-tinkler', thought his would-be 
sophisticated cabaret both patronising and boring, and gave him the 
slow handclap. Coward himself blamed his poor reception on having 
to belt out his songs from a platform high above the Ledo road, along 
which lorries and heavy transports continued to thunder. He added 
that only the RAF were sophisticated enough to enjoy his shows. 147 
The first performance was so embarrassing that Mountbatten was 
soon contacting Stilwell again, trying to save his friend's face. When 
a second performance was given at Ledo's general hospital, Stilwell 
had to order his men to show approval, whatever their real feelings. 
Coward, disappointed by his reception on a long tour of Delhi, Bombay 
and Madras, returned to Ceylon and collapsed. He got his revenge 
later - and created an international incident - by referring in his Middle 
East Diary to ‘mournful little Brooklyn boys, lying there in tears amidst 
the alien corn' - which was, rightly, read as an insult to American 
servicemen. 148 Stilwell was thoroughly disgusted by the entire fiasco 
and radioed his friend General Daniel Sultan: ‘If any more piano players 
start this way, you know what to do with the piano.' 149 The entire 
episode was a suitable black-comedy summation of the lamentable 
state of Stilwell-Mountbatten relations in the summer of 1944. 
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After the great victory of Kohima-Imphal, Slim had two main tasks: 
to pursue the enemy and to decide his future strategy Although utterly 
defeated on all four fronts, the retreating Japanese fought tenacious 
rearguard actions and they were assisted by a variety of factors. At 
first Slim and his generals did not realise the scale of the enemy’s 
defeat and even in late June they could not be entirely certain that 
the Japanese were not regrouping for a counterattack. Part of this 
was sheer bad intelligence. Slim was later to complain that he never 
received the help from ULTRA intercepts that other generals (he was 
particularly thinking of Montgomery) did. 1 Additionally, the intelli¬ 
gence he could garner in the battle theatre itself was limited not only 
by the paucity of prisoners taken (at least until 1945) but by an acute 
shortage of Japanese-speaking linguists who could read and interpret 
captured enemy documents. 2 As late as 24 June 1944, when the battle 
of Kohima-Imphal was in its terminal stages, with a badly beaten 
Japanese army on the run, Scoones still thought they had the cap¬ 
ability to launch a major attack from both Tamu and Bishenpur. 3 In 
the immediate aftermath of the Imphal battle, Slim was not in the 
director’s chair, having been laid up with malaria; he broke his own 
rules, took a bath after sunset and was bitten by a mosquito. 4 
Overwhelmingly, though, the factor that inhibited close pursuit of the 
beaten enemy was the weather. Torrential rain slowed operations on 
all fronts in Assam and Manipur, while the exhausted heroes of 
Kohima-Imphal needed rest and recreation in India before they could 
play any further part in hostilities. Slim described the terrible condi¬ 
tions in mud and rain the pursuers had to endure: 'Hill tracks in a 
terrible state, either so slippery that men can hardly walk or knee- 
deep in mud. Administrative difficulties considerable. Half a company 



took ten hours to carry two stretcher cases four miles. A party of men 
without packs took seven hours to cover five miles/ 5 

Beset by the monsoon and malaria - 9 Brigade of 5 Division lost 
only nine killed and 85 wounded in fighting in July, but 507 to sick¬ 
ness and disease - Slim's army dogged the enemy’s heels from July 
to November but always cautiously, for the Japanese were expert at 
holding up their progress with well-placed snipers and booby traps. 
Although victorious, the men of 14 th Army found the pursuit demor¬ 
alising work, feeling particular anticlimax when they finally entered 
some strategic objective that had been fought over for months. ‘There 
was for the victors none of the thrill of marching through streets 
which, even if battered, were those of a great, perhaps historic, city 
- a Paris or a Rome. There were no liberated crowds to greet the 
troops.’ 6 When n East African Division entered Tamu, the effect was 
profoundly depressing: ‘The place was a charnel house, of a macabre 
eeriness hard to describe. 550 Japanese corpses lay unburied in its 
streets and houses, many grouped grotesquely around stone Buddhas 
which looked blandly out over the sacrifices huddled at their feet. 
Dozens more, over a hundred, lay in indescribable filth, dying of 
disease and starvation, among the corpses.’ 7 Everywhere they went, 
the Anglo-Indian troops found evidence that the Japanese had suffered 
the most colossal defeat, far greater than Slim at first realised. Yet Slim 
had to proceed with circumspection. His men were suffering badly 
from malnutrition, not just from the shortage of food but because of 
its very nature, with no fruit or fresh vegetables. Also, medical research 
was beginning to throw up the alarming discovery that because of 
the stress of combat, food passed rapidly through the body without 
the extraction of the necessary vitamins and minerals - one of the 
by-products of a metabolism traumatised by battle. After clearing the 
enemy presence from Dimapur and Kohima and then the fmphal plain 
farther south in mopping-up operations in July, Slim made an import¬ 
ant decision. Once the Japanese were completely cleared out of the 
Tamu and Tiddim areas, he would get his pioneers and engineers to 
concentrate on building roads in the Kabaw valley in preference to 
the Tiddim road, and would introduce the East African division there 
on the grounds that, though it was a hotbed of malaria, the East 
Africans should be more resistant to it; they were, though they still 
took losses from the disease. In many ways it was a more deadly 
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enemy than the Japanese. In the first six months of 1944, the entire 
South-East Asia Command lost 40,000 killed and wounded in battle 
but 282,000 to various tropical diseases, and in October, 14 th Army had 
a malaria rate of 84 per cent. The snag about abandoning the Tiddim 
road was that henceforth casualties would either have to accompany 
the columns or be dumped in the villages they passed through; they 
could no longer be evacuated by air. 8 

While the pursuit went on, Slim turned his mind to the issue of 
future strategy. After nagging the combined chiefs for six months for 
a clear directive on priorities and strategy for SEAC, Mountbatten got 
a shock when it finally arrived on 3 June. There was nothing about 
his beloved amphibious operations and nothing relevant to Slim’s 
ambition for an invasion of central Burma. Instead - and clearly 
reflecting that by 1944 the USA easily had the whip hand in Allied 
decision-making - all the emphasis was on China, as the main adjunct 
to the war in the Pacific. SEAC was directed to increase air supplies 
over the Hump and to open land routes to China. 9 It is interesting 
that this disappointing response did not even satisfy Stilwell’s aims and 
objectives. Mountbatten quickly took the decision to ignore the feeble 
response from the combined chiefs and discussed with Slim and Giffard 
the three main possibilities, as they saw it. One was a limited crossing 
of the Chindwin by 14 th Army, designed to link up with Stilwell and 
the Chinese. The second was an amphibious assault on Rangoon, after 
whose fall the Allies would march to Mandalay. This was Mountbatten s 
favourite, and the British chiefs of staff favoured it as an easy option; 
the Supreme Commander gave it the code name DRACULA. 10 The 
third was code-named CAPITAL and was Slim’s brainchild. This was 
an overland invasion of central and southern Burma, crossing the 
Chindwin and the Irrawaddy and taking 14 th Army to Mandalay and 
Lashio. Slim, whose strategic brain was greatly superior to his 
colleagues’, knew that only his overland advance would work. It must 
be stressed that, regardless of what was later claimed by bandwagon 
jumpers (Mountbatten included), this was entirely Slim’s idea and no 
other commander envisaged it. As the military historian Ronald Lewin 
has accurately remarked, Slim was an artist whose inner eye saw the 
aesthetic curve from Imphal though the Irrawaddy to Rangoon. 11 But 
Mountbatten and Giffard were highly dubious, especially when Slim 
insisted he could achieve his goal with the existing 14 th Army and 
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without extra resources. Slim allowed himself a rare moment of bitter¬ 
ness about the general defeatism in Kandy and Delhi concerning his 
plans. Nevertheless, he was given the green light and began planning 
CAPITAL in July; his staff called the project to capture Rangoon over¬ 
land SOB (Sea or Bust). 12 

July was a difficult month for Mountbatten. Not only were there 
the continual wrangles with Stilwell about Lentaigne and the Chindits, 
but, having sacked Giffard, he was running out of patience with both 
Peirse and Somerville as well. On the other hand, if he sacked them 
too, he would be in danger of losing credibility in London. Meanwhile 
Slim and Giffard were insisting that 14 th Army should move forward 
and undertake CAPITAL even if DRACULA was approved, but 
Mountbatten suspected that if that operation was too far advanced 
by the time he got the approval for his amphibious assault on Rangoon, 
the combined chiefs would use that as an excuse to cancel DRACULA 
later. In addition, there were ominous rumblings from Churchill. Still 
obsessed with an attack on Sumatra - which would of itself preclude 
DRACULA - he was also hankering after supporting MacArthur’s left 
flank in the Pacific by a massive effort from Australia. The idea had 
been broached that Mountbatten might be reassigned to Australia as 
MacArthur’s deputy - not at all what the Supreme Commander 
wanted, even if he could overcome the hostility of the Admiralty to 
the idea of him as commander of the British fleet in the Pacific, which 
was what such a position would entail. 13 For all these reasons 
Mountbatten decided his presence in London was essential; he needed 
to ‘pitch’ for DRACULA and get all rival ideas scotched. Stilwell came 
down to Kandy for a ‘difficult’ meeting on 1 August and to take over 
as acting supreme commander while Mountbatten was away. 14 The 
Supreme Commander flew off and arrived in London on 5 August. 
He linked up with Wedemeyer, who, in Washington in June, had been 
secretly rocking the boat and backing the official US line that only 
China mattered, and that DRACULA and all operations of its ilk were 
simply about restoring the British Empire, which should form no part 
of US policy. Nevertheless, Mountbatten took him to the meetings 
with Alanbrooke and other military commanders, on the assumption 
that he was loyal and would back his amphibious plans. At a confer¬ 
ence on 7 August, Alanbrooke agreed that the capture of Myitkyina 
had changed everything, that the British would therefore have to go 


367 



on campaigning in Burma and that the best way forward was the 
airborne attack on Rangoon. 15 

The next day, 8 August, was a critical day for Mountbatten. A full 
conference was held on the entire British strategy in South-East Asia 
and the Far East, attended not just by Alanbrooke and the chiefs of staff 
plus Mountbatten and Wedemeyer, but also by Churchill himself, Attlee, 
Eden and Oliver Lyttelton. The meeting was exhausting, not just because 
of its seven-hour length but because it had to be scheduled to fit in with 
Churchill's peculiar and eccentric timetable. It began at n a.m. and went 
on until 1.30 p.m., when it was adjourned to accommodate the Prime 
Minister's habitual bibulous lunch and post-prandial nap. It resumed at 
6 p.m., went on until 8.30 p.m., was adjourned again for dinner and then 
resumed at 10.30 p.m. for another two hours. 16 Mountbatten found himself 
under fire from two directions: from Churchill, who was still adamant 
that he wanted an invasion of Sumatra; and from the service chiefs, who 
wanted all resources to be concentrated on a purely Pacific strategy. His 
only real ally was Eden, who championed the attack on Rangoon as the 
best chance for a quick end to the war in Burma, but his idea that the 
Australians might be willing to take part in this was quickly rebutted by 
a negative cable from Canberra. Nonetheless, Eden recorded that 
Mountbatten, who had begun the day very unhappy, finished it very 
content, confident that DRACULA was making progress. 17 Although 
he supported Mountbatten on this issue, Alanbrooke had found the day 
a severe ordeal. 

Just back from our evening conference with the PM. It was if anything 
worse than any of the conferences of the day. I believe he has lost the 
power of giving a decision. He finds every possible excuse to avoid 
giving one. His arguments are becoming puerile, for instance he upheld 
this evening that an attack on the tip of Sumatra would force a with¬ 
drawal of Japanese forces in northern Burma and would liquidate our 
commitment in this area. We have conferred for seven hours !!! with 
him today to settle absolutely nothing. Nor has he produced a single 
argument during the whole of that period that was worth listening to. 

I am at my wits' end and can't go on much longer !’ 18 

Although Alanbrooke supported DRACULA, he found the oppos¬ 
ition of Churchill and the military planners in the War Office hard to 
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overcome, while feeling his customary disillusionment about the 
Supreme Commander himself. On n August he reported a busy day, 
‘culminating with quite hopeless letters from Dickie Mountbatten to 
Marshall, which he sent me to look at!! I had to tell him that he could 
not send any of them and should attend COS on Monday with 
Wedemeyer and we could tell the latter what he should say to 
Marshall/ 19 From Alanbrooke’s tone, one can infer that at least part 
of Mountbatten s rejected correspondence had to do with Stilwell, for 
Brooke knew from his own bruising encounter with Marshall in June 
what his American counterpart's reaction would be to any criticism 
of his protege. On 17 August he noted in his diary the obstructionism 
of the War Office over the Rangoon project. The planners flatly 
declared impossible the date of March 1945 for an assault on Rangoon, 
but in a two-hour meeting Alanbrooke adequately refuted their claims. 
However, he was disillusioned about having to browbeat the people 
who were supposed to be on his side, in addition to his violent conflicts 
with Churchill. ‘There are moments when I would give anything just 
to get in a car and drive home, saying I was fed up with the whole 
show and they could look for someone else to fill my job!’ 20 His final 
meeting with Mountbatten laid down the parameters for DRACULA. 
On the assumption that the European war would be over by the end 
of 1944, he would begin transferring troops to Burma on 1 October: 
‘It is a gamble, but I believe one worth taking.’ 21 While Mountbatten 
flew back to Ceylon, Alanbrooke departed in the Queen Mary with 
Churchill for the second Quebec conference. This was to doom 
DRACULA. The Americans were lukewarm about the project from 
the start, but grudgingly said they would go along with it provided 
northern Burma was not starved of resources as a result. Half-promises 
were made about withdrawing six divisions from the Italian campaign, 
but Pownall presciently warned Mountbatten not to get his hopes 
up. 22 He was right. The go-ahead for DRACULA had always been 
predicated on the assumption that Germany would be defeated by 
the end of 1944, but by the latter stages of the year, with Allied setbacks 
at Arnhem and later in the Battle of the Bulge, such a prediction 
looked increasingly chimerical. At a cabinet meeting on 2 October, 
Churchill announced that no forces could be diverted for the Rangoon 
venture and that it would have to be postponed until after the 1945 
monsoon. Alanbrooke, however, knowing Churchill’s pathological 
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fondness for peripheral operations, suspected that the Prime Minister 
would backslide and attempt to do something for his protege 
Mountbatten. 23 

While Mountbatten was in London, Stilwell flew down from 
Myitkyina to Ceylon to exercise his prerogative as deputy supreme 
commander and take the chair while the Supreme Commander was 
away The decision surprised everyone, as Myitkyina still held out, but 
by now Stilwell was convinced its fall was imminent. At first there 
was some apprehension, as ‘the announcement that he actually 
intended to do so aroused in Kandy the emotions of Rome awaiting 
Alaric the Hun [sic ]’. 24 Stilwell was full of confidence, knowing that 
Myitkyina was on the brink of surrender, with the defenders on a 
quarter of a bowl of rice a day, and unfazed by Mountbatten’s hostility 
(by this time he knew his SEAC boss was intriguing to have him 
removed). He wrote blithely: At one time or another all the best 
people have attempted to get the can attached, but have somehow 
slipped up on it - up to now anyway.’ 25 He showed exactly what he 
thought of Mountbatten when he was met at the airport in Ceylon 
by a showy official limousine (a black Cadillac). Demonstrating enor¬ 
mous contempt, he barked: ‘Get me a jeep.’ He then drove up the 
mountain to Kandy in the jeep with the Cadillac behind with all his 
luggage, playing the gallery touch, ‘with his leg hanging over the side 
in what seemed to some a petty and unnecessary show of disdain’. 26 
He joined Mountbatten for an uneasy farewell lunch in the King’s 
Pavilion (the Supremo’s official residence), and remarked afterwards: 
‘I’ve got to quit eating with Louis. I actually like those rum cocktails.’ 
The next three weeks were something of an idyll after the stress of 
Chungking and the hardships of Myitkyina. The Japanese duly surren¬ 
dered there on 3 August, and a few days later came official confirmation 
of Stilwell’s promotion to four-star general. The congratulations 
poured in. One NCAC regiment, presumably changing its tune now 
that victory had been achieved, sent a message to say that nothing 
like Myitkyina had been achieved in military annals since the Iliad. 
Stimson sent him a message of congratulation, saying: ‘I never signed 
a commission which has given me greater satisfaction.’ Stilwell told 
his wife that Ceylon was a paradise, like Hawaii, and something akin 
to Shangri-La after the rigours of northern Burma. 27 

Stilwell made a point of underlining the contrast between himself 
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and Mountbatten. He abolished the daily conferences and excoriated 
the rare planning meetings in his diary as 'dumb', 'sad', ‘zero', ‘make- 
believe acts' and ‘crappier than usual'. 28 According to his account, as 
the days of laid-back dolce far niente continued, Mountbatten's staff 
started to dread their boss's return: ‘I have let them do their own work 
and cancelled most of their belly-ache meetings. Now they realise 
they must again face the daily blast of wind and paper, and they don't 
relish the idea. We almost had it on a commonsense basis.' 29 In a letter 
to his wife he was exultant about the fall of Myitkyina: ‘We finally 
got Mitch. It was a bitch of a fight and with the raw troops we had, 
full of anxiety, but we are sitting pretty now. What a bitter dose that 
was for the Limeys. They said it was impossible so often and so vehe¬ 
mently that they just couldn't believe it was true.' He also told her of 
Mountbatten's arrival from London at Ceylon on 24 August: ‘I went 
down to Colombo to welcome Mountbatten on his return. I went to 
the zoo first to look at the monkeys just to get in the mood. He was 
not at ease with me, which is not surprising because his trip had to 
do with an operation on his deputy's throat. Maybe the fourth star 
threw a monkey wrench into the machinery.' 30 In glaring and blatant 
contrast to Stilwell's account of his time at Kandy and his joyous 
reception by the SEAC staff, Mountbatten had this to say: All my 
senior staff, British and American, reported to me on my return that 
he had been quite incapable of taking charge or giving any useful 
directions at theatre level.’ 31 When historical accounts clash as violently 
as this, it is worth asking whether either version expresses the truth. 
As so often, both were right and both were wrong, depending on their 
premises. It was an open secret that Stilwell was bored by logistics, 
administration and committee meetings, and it may well be believed 
that all the staff at Kandy except the very highest echelons welcomed 
the holiday from paperwork. It was the top brass, with their status 
diminished by Stilwell’s reforms, who complained to Mountbatten. 
His liking for daily conferences and committees is at first sight puzzling 
in so impatient a man, for such characters usually like to speed through 
meetings in half an hour, ruthlessly using their own chairman’s guil¬ 
lotine. In Mountbatten's case, the lust for speed and ‘cutting through' 
was at war with an equal and opposite relish for micromanagement, 
which only the daily conference could satisfy. 

With the Supreme Commander back, Stilwell did not tarry long, 
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and on 30 August left Ceylon for Delhi and thence, a week later, 
Chungking. By this time Mountbatten’s suspicion and paranoia about 
his deputy was such that when he was out of touch, en route for 
Chungking, he at first imagined Stilwell had secretly stolen off to the 
second Quebec conference. He got his own back by finally visiting 
Myitkyina and seeing the Irrawaddy from the air for the first time. 32 
But soon he had more serious matters to attend to. Following the 
Cabinet decision on 2 October, the bad news about DRACULA was 
conveyed to him, and at first he was prostrated with shock, scarcely 
able to believe what he was being told. He wrote to Edwina in some¬ 
thing like terminal despair, and then indited a long letter to his ally 
Eden, explaining why the Rangoon operation was so crucial. It was 
clear, he wrote, that DRACULA could not now take place before 
January 1946 at the earliest, which was not only a betrayal of the 
hundreds of thousands of British troops in the India-Burma theatre 
but an abandonment of the British Empire. If Britain failed to recon¬ 
quer at least one former colony by the end of the war, its prestige 
would be rock bottom and irremediable. The jealousy of the United 
States was the main culprit, along with their absurd concentration on 
China, which was now irrelevant to the outcome of the war in the 
Pacific anyway. 33 Feeling that he could not just sit idly by while epoch¬ 
shaking decisions were being made by world leaders, Mountbatten 
decided he would have to attend a conference in Cairo in mid-October, 
which, in a bizarre replay of 1943, immediately followed a conference 
at Quebec. The so-called second Cairo conference, however, turned 
out to be no more than a 24-hour stopover for Churchill, Alanbrooke 
and the rest of the prime-ministerial party. For Alanbrooke indeed it 
was of even shorter duration, as he told his wife on 8 October: 'It is 
hard to believe that I dined comfortably in England yesterday, had 
breakfast in Naples today and may have my dinner in Cairo, and 
possibly breakfast in Crimea tomorrow with lunch in Moscow!!’ 34 By 
the time Mountbatten reached Cairo, Churchill and the others were 
in Moscow. Mountbatten sought official permission to follow them 
there but was warned off by Churchill in no uncertain terms. Since 
Stalin was not at war with Japan, the presence there of the SEAC 
commander would flout all the protocols of international diplomacy. 35 
A despondent Mountbattten moped about Cairo for a while, feeling 
himself to be in a time warp, since in 1943 Churchill had also flown 
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on for a conference with Stalin, leaving him behind (on that occasion 
the conference was in Tehran). To make matters worse, Mountbatten 
was informed by his friends in Churchill's inner circle that the cancel¬ 
lation of DRACULA was going to be used as a pretext to get him to 
cut his staff at Kandy, and there was going to be enormous pressure 
on him to move to Calcutta. The only consolation was Churchill's 
remark to Eden, which he passed on: ‘I give Dickie full marks. We 
gave him a lousy job but he has performed it splendidly.’ 36 The Supremo 
had to take what pleasure he could from a meeting with King Farouk. 
He reminded the portly monarch that they had met in London in 1937 
at the screening of a Ginger Rogers film. ‘He informed me that he 
had met her in person since then, and had been very thrilled. I was 
able to counter that I had also met her in person since then, and had 
not been very thrilled.’ 37 

While Mountbatten was thus occupied, Slim was pressing ahead 
with detailed planning for CAPITAL. The first stage was completing 
the rout of the enemy, and the second was detailed planning for what 
would happen once 14 th Army was across the Chindwin. As his field 
commander in the pursuit he used Stopford. With 4 Corps resting at 
Imphal, 33 Corps would advance along the Tiddim road, with 5 Indian 
Division in the van, to destroy the remnants of Japanese 33 Division. 
Meanwhile n East African Division would advance along the Tamu 
road to destroy the vestiges of Japanese 15 and 31 Division. The two 
Anglo-Indian divisions would then converge at Kalemyo, at which 
point the Tiddim road would be abandoned as a supply route in favour 
of the Kabaw valley and airdrops. At the beginning of August n East 
African Division entered Tamu, to find it a chaos of corpses, the dying 
and the diseased. 38 The pursuit along the Tiddim road was led by 5 
Indian Division, with the enemy fighting delaying actions all the way 
and the road resembling a gigantic rubbish dump as the fleeingjapanese 
jettisoned a variety of impedimenta: postcards and letters from home, 
souvenirs, family photographs and curious cartoons exhibiting 
everyday life in ajapanese home. 39 The regular troops were immensely 
assisted in this sweeping operation by Slim's own hand-picked force 
of irregulars - the Lushai Brigade, consisting of Indian soldiers, Chin 
levies and British officers, Slim's version of LRP and in his view far 
superior to the Chindits. The brigade operated with great success in 
the wild country south of the Tiddim road, acting as a gadfly on the 
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enemy flanks and cutting the Japanese communications. 40 The Japanese 
evacuated Tiddim on 6 October, but there was hard fighting in this 
sector all the way to the Chindwin, where 5 Indian Division was to 
make for Kalewa, with another Victoria Cross being earned. The 
pathetic remnants of Japanese 15 and 31 Divisions managed to struggle 
across the Chindwin with their foes in hot pursuit. More and more 
prisoners were falling into Allied hands by now, mainly those too weak 
and starved to go on; the British tended to be sympathetic to these 
scarecrow starvelings but the Indians went in for atrocities in revenge 
for previous wrongs. 41 Next Slim sent units across the Chindwin to 
test enemy strength on the other side, preparatory to building bridge¬ 
heads for a general crossing. First across were the East Africans of the 
King's African Rifles, marching east from Tamu to Sittang, aiming for 
the Kabaw valley and Kalewa, but they immediately ran into much 
stiffer resistance, especially from elite units among the retreating 
Japanese, who felt new confidence once over the river. 42 Resistance 
also stiffened on the Tiddim-Kalemyo road when the strongpoint of 
Kennedy Peak, 8,800 feet high, was reached. Kalemyo was occupied 
on 14 November, at which point Slim ordered 4 Corps to cross the 
Chindwin and capture Pinlebu, while Scoones sent 19 Indian Division 
across at Sittang. A ferocious three-week struggle for Pinwe ensued, 
with the Japanese losing large numbers of their precious tanks; in this 
battle they had four main enemies to contend with: heavy artillery, 
devastating airpower from the RAF and USAAF, disease, and the 
monsoon itself. Finally the key position of Kalewa was captured on 
28 November, again after heavy fighting. 43 

What sounds like a smooth and streamlined operation on paper 
was not accomplished without terrific losses and significant setbacks. 
Slim was lucky that DRACULA was knocked on the head, as 
Mountbatten had intended to order 14 th Army back to Imphal so that 
the men could be rested preparatory to the amphibious attack on 
Rangoon, and had issued contingency orders to this effect. Determined 
to present him with a fait accompli, Stilwell, Giffard and Slim all 
opposed this idea, and as acting supreme commander Stilwell had the 
clout to implement their wishes. 44 Yet most of the obstacles were 
more mundane, many of them the effects of the monsoon, which 
was due to last until mid-November. Traversing the Manipur river was 
itself an ordeal, even though there were no Japanese to contest the 
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crossing. One hundred yards wide, the river boasted a raging torrent, 
swollen by the monsoon floods, which ran at 12 knots, sweeping away 
the first flimsy ferries and drowning their occupants. Stouter ferries 
were built to defy the Manipur in spate, and the crossing was finally 
effected on 16-19 September. 45 As the troops advanced, pioneers and 
engineers built supply roads behind them, often cantilevering sections 
of the track from cliff faces. Casualties, too, were not insignificant. 
Half of 33 Corps's total strength of 88,500 men were engaged in the 
post-Imphal pursuit of July-November 1944, and they sustained about 
80 per cent losses, while 5 Indian Division counted 88 killed, 293 
wounded and 22 missing during their progress from Imphal to 
Kalemyo, but killed 1,316 of the enemy and took 53 prisoners. 46 Total 
casualties in both 4 and 33 Corps amounted to 50,300, but at least 
47,000 of these succumbed to serious tropical diseases, including 20,000 
malaria cases. 47 The malaria rate in 14 th Army at this stage was 84 per 
cent, but a dramatic turn-round was at hand in the shape of new 
drugs, new treatments and new preventive measures, so that by 
March-April 1945, the sickness rate from malaria had come down to 
an almost incredible one in a thousand. 48 All that, however, lay in the 
future. By late November 1944, Slim could congratulate himself on a 
superbly efficient advance conducted in the teeth of the monsoon, 
and in the face of mud, torrential rain, bridgeless streams and the 
inroads of disease. As has been well said: 'It was an achievement that 
would have been unimaginable two years or perhaps even one year 
previously - the achievement of an army whose commander inspired 
it to feel at home with the impossible.' 49 

Naturally Slim was secretly pleased that DRACULA had been 
knocked on the head, as it competed for scarce resources with 
CAPITAL. In this regard the signal sent from the Quebec conference 
on 16 September was crucial: ‘Your object is the recapture of all Burma 
at the earliest possible date.' This final paragraph of the Quebec direc¬ 
tive was the historical covenant, so to speak, that enabled Slim to 
realise his aspirations. But it must be stressed that Slim, unlike Wingate, 
was always prepared to put his ambition on hold for the greater good; 
he never forfeited his integrity. As his biographer has commented: 
‘Slim was no Patton, seeking personal glory. If a viable DRACULA 
could have been mounted, promising genuine success, he was too 
good a soldier and too dedicated to his country’s interests not to have 
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welcomed it/ 50 Mountbatten, though sometimes ambivalent about 
Slim, was on this occasion gracious in defeat, and on his return from 
Egypt, he relieved him of responsibilities in the Arakan sector so that 
he could concentrate on CAPITAL. Mountbatten did of course have 
an ulterior motive, for if he was to be denied amphibious glory at 
Rangoon, he could use combined operations to secure a minor victory 
at Arakan. Accordingly, on 8 November, he ordered an attack on the 
Japanese positions there by the end of January at the latest, and 
assigned the task to 25 Indian and 2 West African Divisions. 51 Slim was 
glad to be relieved of overseeing Arakan, as throughout September 
and November he faced the massive job of retraining and restruc¬ 
turing his army. Fighting around the Irrawaddy would be very different 
from that at Kohima-Imphal, and not just because it would be an 
offensive campaign of movement as against the defensive, First-World- 
War-style attrition waged in March-June. Predominantly hill and jungle 
warfare would give way to fighting in the open country, where Slim 
hoped to use his tanks decisively. The rethinking and retraining was 
rigorous, but was never imposed in an authoritarian way from above. 
Not only were Slim's 'cabinet meetings' of his senior officers very 
democratic, with everyone being allowed a full say, but Slim was a 
good delegator. He always allowed his generals to show initiative in 
the field, and never breathed down their necks - an indispensable 
attribute in an army commander directing a campaign over such vast 
distances; a micromanager would have been a disaster. As a result of 
his laid-back attitude, great trust was established between Slim and 
his corps and divisional commanders. 52 

By this time Slim had built up the organisation of 14 th Army to the 
point where every cog in the overall mechanism worked in a stream¬ 
lined way. Scoones was expecting to direct 4 Corps (the battle-hardened 
7 Indian Division and the Virgin' 19 Indian Division) in the Chindwin 
crossing, but Slim thought him too slow and ponderous for the 
campaign of movement to come, and kicked him upstairs as 
Commander-in-Chief, Central Command, India. He replaced him with 
a personal favourite, Frank Messervy, and ensured that he had a similar 
hard-driving deputy in Peter Rees to head the greenhorn 19 Indian 
Division. Slim had an uncanny ability to read men's strengths and 
weaknesses, and realised that Messervy, despite his Patton-like quali¬ 
ties as a fighting general, was not stable and balanced enough in 
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judgements calling for nuance and discrimination. He therefore 
appointed Brigadier Eddie Cobb as his chief of staff. Messervy read 
the runes correctly and construed this as a veiled criticism, with Cobb 
functioning as a brake to curb his excesses. He protested to Slim that 
he knew nothing of Cobb, that Cobb did not fit his requirements as 
a chief of staff. Slim's curt response to this was Attlee-like. 'Very well,' 
he said, ‘no Cobb, no Corps.' Messervy accepted defeat. To sugar the 
pill, Slim told him that he was allowed to take risks in the campaign, 
as the enemy was demoralised. 53 Yet Slim did not just concentrate 
on his field commanders. He also had a wonderful hand-picked 
support team, among whom Colonel Alf Snelling (chief quarter¬ 
master), Brigadier ‘Tubby' Lethbridge (chief of staff) and Major 
General W.F. Hasted (chief engineer) featured prominently. Like all 
great commanders, Slim was a master of logistics, and he understood 
perfectly the constraints he would be operating under once in Burma. 
Staff studies showed that the maximum force supportable beyond the 
Chindwin - 400 miles from the Dimapur railhead and 200 miles from 
the nearest air-supply base - was four divisions. 54 Slim had to balance 
the realities of airpower against the numbers he needed to penetrate 
Burma, while also bearing in mind that the numbers themselves might 
be difficult to attain, for 14 th Army was being crippled by malaria, 
battalions were falling in numbers, and reinforcements were not 
coming through fast enough. 55 

Slim also had to appraise the balance of power, both his own 
strengths and weaknesses and those of the enemy. After Imphal, the 
Japanese had implemented a major personnel change, against all tenets 
of their military culture and almost unprecedented at such a high 
level; such was the trauma of their defeat on the plains of Manipur. 
Both Mutaguchi and Kawabe were transferred to staff jobs in Tokyo. 
Heading their army in Burma now was General Kimura Kyotaro, a 
shrewd, tactically skilful and flexible commander; Lieutenant General 
Tanaka Shinichi was transferred from 18 Japanese Division in north 
Burma to be his chief of staff. 56 By the end of October 1944, the 
Japanese were on the run in all theatres and had just sustained a cata¬ 
strophic naval defeat at Leyte Gulf in the Philippines. Their new 
conception was to have Siam (Thailand) and Malaya as the outer 
periphery of a fortress zone, even though it was cut off from Japan 
by aggressive and highly successful US submarine warfare against the 
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sea lanes to the homeland. The combination of Kohima-Imphal with 
Mogaung and Myitkyina mean that by autumn 1944, Kimura’s role 
was reduced to defending southern Burma as the northern flank of 
their new ‘South-East Asia defence zone'. With few reinforcements 
or supplies to look forward to, Kimura had grim prospects. On paper 
he had ten divisions (2, 15, 18, 31, 33, 49, 53, 54, 55, 56), though this was 
really seven, since little remained of the three divisions that had been 
devastated at Kohima-Imphal. He also had the dubious support of 
Bose's INA and Aung San's seven-battalion Burma National Army, but 
the civilian population was increasingly going over to the side of the 
likely winners. 57 Unexpectedly, Kimura received 30,000 fresh troops in 
the period June-October, but his problem was more commissariat 
than raw numbers, since he was rapidly running out of supplies. Even 
those he had - 45,000 tons of food, 500 lorries and 2,000 pack animals 
- were difficult to get to the front, and Kimura was painfully aware 
that the situation could only get worse. The South-East Asia zone was 
slowly being throttled by the Allied naval blockade, all approaches to 
Rangoon were mined, and in 1944 total Japanese shipping losses 
amounted to 2. 3 million tons. Even those ships that ran the blockade 
would proceed no farther than Penang in Malaya. 58 

On some indices, Japan had already reached the stage of total desper¬ 
ation, for the number of boys aged 12-14 pressed into military service 
in Tokyo rose from 700,000 in October 1944 to one and a quarter 
million by February 1945. 59 Nonetheless, Slim had some difficult calcu¬ 
lations to make. By stretching airpower to the limit and beyond, he 
reckoned that he could put four and two thirds divisions across the 
Chindwin, plus two tank brigades. This was where the Arakan oper¬ 
ation would be vital. The maximum range of the Dakotas was 250 
miles, but if the Anglo-Indian forces were able to seize the islands off 
the Arakan coast - Akyab, Cheduba, Ramree - they would acquire 
air bases that would bring southern Burma within range. 60 Even though 
15, 31 and 33 Japanese Divisions had ceased to exist, and Kimura had 
to keep some troops back to deal with Stilwell in the north (and later 
the incursion in the Arakan), the enemy should be able to put five 
and one third divisions and one tank regiment in the field. Would this 
be enough to secure victory? Once again airpower would be crucial 
and decisive, and the extent to which the Allies dominated the skies 
in South-East Asia was almost laughable in its crushing superiority. 
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They had more than 1,300 planes, while the Japanese had just 64. The 
RAF had 627 aircraft in Burma in December 1944 and the USAAF 
691. By March 1945 these figures had increased to 772 and 748 respec¬ 
tively. 61 As always, war had engendered some quantum leaps in 
technology, so that the picture of aerial warfare was changing rapidly 
By installing extra fuel tanks and cruise controls, USAAF Liberators 
were now capable of a bomb load of 8,000 pounds over a maximum 
range of 1,100 miles. 62 The RAF Beaufighters meanwhile proved an 
ideal aircraft for attacking railway locomotives and rolling stock, as 
their rockets could penetrate railway sheds and hangars. Strategic Air 
Force Operations to destroyjapanese transport systems and infrastruc¬ 
ture would seriously reduce their military power. 63 And in December, 
with the end of the rains, the well-known perils of the monsoon for 
fliers would no longer manifest themselves; the worst were the terri¬ 
fying thunderstorms in cumulonimbus clouds that no plane could 
climb above and which were capable of tearing apart even a huge 
aircraft like the Liberator. 

Until December 1944 Slim had a clear-cut strategy. Having estab¬ 
lished bridgeheads at Sittang, Mawlaik and Kalewa, he intended to 
cross the Chindwin and engage Kimura between there and the 
Irrawaddy. His guess was that the Japanese would dig in along the 
formidable jungle-clad mountains of the Zibyutaungdan range 
(2-2, 500 feet high), 25 miles east of the Chindwin and running parallel 
to it for 120 miles. Slim intended to prise them out by piercing this 
defence in two places, with Messervy’s 4 Corps (7 and 19 Indian Divisions, 
plus 255 Tank Brigade) on the left and Stopford’s 33 Corps (2 British 
Division, 20 Indian Division and 254 Tank Brigade) on the right. 
Messervy’s 4 Corps would break out of the Sittang bridgehead, strike 
east through the mountains, take Pinlebu and then come in on the 
Shwebo plain from the north, while 33 Corps would advance from 
Kalewa, following the course of the Chindwin south-east to Yeu and 
Monywa - all of them places well known to 14 th Army from their igno¬ 
minious retreat nearly three years earlier. Once thejapanese were winkled 
out on to the open plain, Slim’s vast superiority in planes and tanks 
would enable him to annihilate them. 64 He was relying on the usual 
Japanese psychology, the reluctance to admit defeat, the desire to go 
down fighting and, most of all, the almost certain refusal to give up 
Mandalay without a fight. But Kimura was a wily bird and quickly 
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divined Slim’s intentions. Why should he fight on the Shwebo plain, 
where Slim had a clear comparative advantage; was that not the sort 
of madness that had dragged Mutaguchi down to disaster at Kohima- 
Imphal? To Slim’s intense disappointment, it soon became clear that 
Kimura had no intention of being gulled so easily. 65 From the ease 
with which his troops penetrated the Zibyutaungdan range, it soon 
became clear that Kimura would not be fighting on the Shwebo plain. 
Instead he left small forces to delay the British and withdrew across 
the Irrawaddy, intending to counterattack when the British crossed 
that river. Basically his intention was to pull off an Imphal in reverse, 
exhausting the Anglo-Indians by attrition and then destroying them 
as they retreated in the monsoon of May 1945. He ordered his men 
to dig in at two points, leaving himself free to manoeuvre, both at 
the curve of the Irrawaddy at Sagaing, opposite Mandalay, and down¬ 
stream from Mandalay; both positions gave him the option of a further 
defence in the triangle of the Irrawaddy delta. Slim would now have 
to make the difficult traverse of the Irrawaddy and then defeat the 
Japanese - a much tougher proposition than his original estimate. 66 
So far Kimura, having been dealt a very bad hand, was performing 
brilliantly. What would Slim do next? 

The first weeks of December were anxious ones for him. It did not 
help that the entire senior personnel of SEAC were in a state of flux, 
largely because of Mountbatten’s megalomania. October was a key 
month for ‘Dickie’, as he saw the back not only of Stilwell (against 
whom he had intrigued assiduously) but the three chiefs of staff who 
had ‘defied’ him. All the problems basically arose from the fact that 
the creation of the post of Supreme Commander, South-East Asia, 
was a nonsense that had never been properly thought out and was 
simply one of Churchill’s ‘bright ideas’. 67 Mountbatten, with his 
vaulting ambition, always wanted to be a generalissimo, not a mere 
committee chairman, in which case, as the chiefs of staff ruefully 
concluded, what was the point of them and what was their role 
supposed to be? Either they or the supreme commander were an 
unnecessary layer in the military hierarchy. In land warfare the complex 
system would work only if the supreme commander, the army 
commander and the general actually directing the campaign were all 
of one mind. Mountbatten and Slim meshed perfectly, and Slim and 
Giffard collaborated well because Giffard always gave his subordinate 
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his head. But Mountbatten and Giffard was an impossible mixture. 68 
Temperamentally poles apart, they seemed to differ at every conceiv¬ 
able level. For Giffard fighting during the monsoon was dangerously 
irresponsible, personal visits to buck up the men s morale were mere 
grandstanding, and Mountbatten s entire style was personally and 
aesthetically repugnant. Detesting Stilwell as he did, Giffard thought 
that both Slim and the Supreme Commander deferred to him too 
much. Resenting the entire system that had made him Mountbatten s 
underling, and disliking the man personally, Giffard habitually sided 
with the other commanders, Peirse and Somerville, who both felt 
exactly as he did. 69 Whatever Mountbatten proposed, the trio opposed 
as if by reflex action. Sacked in May, Giffard was still in post in October 
because of the difficulty of finding someone to replace him; a general 
had to be found who was both competent and could put up with 
Mountbatten, and this was never going to be easy. The obvious solu¬ 
tion was for Slim to take over Giffard's role, but the Supreme 
Commander opposed this, ostensibly because Slim was too valuable 
where he was. This argument might have worked in March-June 1944 
during Kohima-Imphal, and again after December when Slim was 
engaged in CAPITAL, but had no validity whatever in the intervening 
period. The suspicion arises that, consciously or unconsciously, 
Mountbatten was jealous of Slim. Already in the habit of taking credit 
for the other man s achievements, Mountbatten may have felt that this 
would be impossible if Slim was at the very nerve centre of power. 
The suspicion is enhanced by Mountbatten s refusal to have Slim in 
either Giffard’s job or that of Pownall, as his chief of staff, when 
Pownall retired in the autumn. 70 

The reason Giffard was not replaced more rapidly can be laid at 
the door of Mountbatten s prima-donna antics. Both the replacements 
for Giffard and Pownall became snarled up in wrangles about who 
should get the jobs. For the Pownall post Generals Swayne, Nye and 
Lushington were all proposed and rejected by one side or the other. 
To supplant Giffard, Pownall had very early identified Oliver Leese as 
the likely candidate, but he was heavily involved in operations in Italy 
and could not be switched immediately. Leese was a Montgomery 
protege who had commanded 30 Corps at Alamein and then the 8 th 
Army in Italy. 71 The obvious unsuitability of a man with a background 
in European and desert warfare for the very different campaigns in 
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Burma seems to have troubled no one in London, though Churchill, 
for reasons of his own, did not confirm the appointment until 14 
September; there was then another six-week hiatus before the Prime 
Minister officially informed Leese of his promotion. Giffard returned 
to London, where he put his side of the story to Alanbrooke; having 
heard both his and Mountbatten’s version of events, the CIGS was in 
no doubt that Giffard had had ‘a very raw deal. I blame Henry Pownall 
for a great deal of it, for he should certainly have been able to control 
Dickie better than he did. In any case I feel certain that most of the 
credit for the Burma success is due to Giffard.’ 72 Having removed one 
of the incubuses who so tasked him, Mountbatten used the excuse of 
Peirse’s adultery with Lady Auchinleck to get rid of him. 73 It seemed 
that adultery was a heinous crime when committed by Peirse but not 
by Mountbatten or Edwina. Peirse was replaced by Air Chief Marshal 
Trafford Leigh-Mallory, but he was killed almost at once and replaced 
by the unknown New Zealander Keith Park. 74 The most persistent 
thorn in Mountbatten’s side, possibly because he was the most intel¬ 
ligent of the three chiefs of staff, Admiraljames Somerville, also moved 
on, and was replaced by Bruce Fraser. The Supreme Commander was 
mightily relieved to see depart the sea dog of the old school who had 
always regarded him as an upstart, overpromoted pup, but Fraser was 
a stopgap appointment, and was transferred almost immediately to 
command the new British Pacific fleet. Mountbatten wrote on 15 
November: 'I shall miss Bruce Fraser so much; he has been such a 
wonderful change after James Somerville and has produced an entirely 
new atmosphere throughout the whole of the Eastern Fleet staff.’ 75 
Fraser in turn was replaced by Admiral Arthur Power. Although he 
had merely the ships left behind by Fraser to form the so-called East 
Indies Fleet, his force was far better integrated into SEAC than the 
Royal Navy ever had been before. Churchill had made it a point of 
understanding with the Admiralty that whoever was appointed this 
time had to defer to Mountbatten. Superficially pleased, Mountbatten 
suspected that the new dispositions were a mere sop to him while the 
Admiralty transferred its real affections to the new Pacific fleet. 76 At 
least he could now visit the fleet, whereas under Somerville all his 
attempts to do so had been sabotaged. 77 

Mountbatten’s precious behaviour continued to grate on Alanbrooke, 
and the London-Kandy correspondence quickly became acidulous, 
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the CIGS taking the Supreme Commander to task for seeming to 
imply that the Burma war was the only one being waged. The tedious 
negotiations for Pownall’s replacement finally bore fruit when 
Lieutenant General Frederick 'Boy' Browning, veteran of the Arnhem 
campaign, was appointed. Pownall hardly helped matters by advising 
Mountbatten that Browning was not really up to the job, but Browning 
himself regarded the posting as a bed of nails. Alanbrooke noted that 
he was not exactly overjoyed by the assignment: ‘he took it well, but 
I doubt whether in his heart of hearts he was thrilled.' 78 Always 
conscious of his age, and the lack of gravitas this conferred, 
Mountbatten consoled himself with the thought that Browning was 
only three years older than he was; in fact he later turned out to be 
one of the Supremo's favourite officers. 79 If he had been lucky so far 
with the replacements, Mountbatten fell spectacularly at the final 
hurdle. He had allowed his personal exasperation with Giffard and his 
wounded amour-propre to override the consideration that the really 
important military relationship, that between Giffard and Slim, had 
worked smoothly and effectively. Two out of three of the core rela¬ 
tionships had been successful. Now he had engineered a situation 
where only one of the three elements, the Slim-Mountbatten nexus, 
was functional. The new army commander-in-chief, Oliver Leese, got 
on neither with Mountbatten nor with Slim. He seems to have been 
appointed almost entirely on the good word of Pownall and because 
of Mountbatten's irritation with Giffard, not on any real merits. 
Alanbrooke, who was always very shrewd about British officers, while 
being hopelessly at sea in his judgement of Americans (because he 
did not understand them), had long had doubts about Leese and 
thought he would not get on with Mountbatten. ‘He is certainly not 
anything outstanding as a commander,’ he wrote in August. 80 

Leese’s early contacts with Mountbatten and Slim were not auspi¬ 
cious. He arrived in Delhi on 8 November, then flew down to Ceylon, 
where Mountbatten whisked him off to his birthday party in a ball¬ 
room. Leese was shocked by the permissive atmosphere. A very pretty 
Wren kissed the Supreme Commander passionately in a long clinch, 
while the band played ‘Happy Birthday’. Leese looked on, starchily 
unimpressed, and later wrote to his wife: ‘They were at extreme pains 
to explain that it did not happen very often. But I doubt that. It was 
gay and full of life - full enough of drink - and very odd. Most girls 
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were U’s [Mountbatten’s] and other secretaries and they seemed to 
spend their time sitting on the arms of U and others' chairs. It all 
seemed a pity somehow, as it gives the Playboy atmosphere, in terrible 
contrast to those from the battle.’ 81 On 12 November Leese was 
appointed Commander-in-Chief, Allied Land Forces South-East Asia 
(ALFSEA), which included all American forces in action in Burma 
(but not China), and three days later set up his HQ at Barrackpore, 
where he met Slim and Christison. Forthcoming operations in the 
Arakan were assigned to Christison, with an independent command, 
to free Slim entirely for the campaign beyond the Chindwin. The 
encounter with Slim was superficially friendly, though it was obvious 
that the two men did not get on at any profound level. Leese’s impres¬ 
sions were not particularly favourable, although he patronisingly 
remarked that Slim was a good tactician. Slim showed no signs of 
being glad to have Leese in Burma and, according to Leese, ‘belly¬ 
ached’ a lot. 82 Leese was one of those curious individuals who regarded 
any mounting of a critique, however sensible, as ‘whingeing’. Slim’s 
misgivings were intensified when Leese began to pack his HQ admin¬ 
istration with 8 th Army veterans. Even in his autobiography, where 
Slim in Thumper-like mode barely breathes a word of criticism of 
anyone, there is a hint of the underlying tension: ‘His staff . . . had a 
good deal of desert sand in its shoes and was rather inclined to thrust 
Eighth Army down our throats.’ 83 This was deeply resented by 14 th 
Army, which considered itself at least the equal of 8 th Army. Slim took 
to bombarding Leese’s staff with gratuitous praise of 14 th Army, and 
so the tensions escalated. Leese was heard to say that he did not 
consider Kohima-Imphal in the same class as the victories in North 
Africa and Italy, claimed that Slim considered himself a better general 
than Montgomery, and in general ludicrously underrated the brilliant 
commander of 14 th Army. 84 

Unlike Giffard, who always supported Slim, gave him his head and 
basically let him do what he wanted, Leese was another microman¬ 
ager in the Noel Irwin mould, who wanted to be the true commander; 
in a curious way, he had a similar personality to the Supreme 
Commander, whom he rapidly came to loathe, and described as 
‘crooked as a corkscrew’. 85 He failed to understand that most of the 
pieces in the Burma jigsaw puzzle were already in place by the time 
he arrived, and that nobody needed his input. He resented the special 
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rapport between Slim and the soldiers of 14 th Army, and even more 
the close working relationship between Mountbatten and Slim, to say 
nothing of the offence Mountbatten gave by stating in private that it 
was harder to win the Victoria Cross in Burma than it was in Europe, 
and that the individual warriors of 14 th Army, man for man, outclassed 
those of 8 th Army. 86 Idiotically, Leese would often issue ‘new' orders, 
identical to those Slim had given weeks and months ago. He was an 
incubus Slim could well have done without as he planned the final 
stages of CAPITAL. On 14 December, Slim and his three key corps 
commanders, Scoones, Stopford and Christison, were all knighted in 
a special ceremony at Imphal by Wavell, who appeared in the regal 
role by special permission of the King. Observers at the ceremony 
thought Slim looked tired and drawn. 87 Quite apart from the Leese 
factor, the reason for tension was obvious. Slim realised he would have 
to slow down the speed of his advance and restructure CAPITAL or 
risk a premature assault on the wide and strongly defended waterway. 
While he considered his options, he put the final touches to the 
Chindwin operations. Five new Bailey bridges were built, including 
the longest floating in the world at that time (1,154 feet), which was 
assembled and installed on the Chindwin on 7-10 December. 88 
Elephants were crucial in the task of moving timber as trees were 
felled, bridges built and new airstrips laid. At the Chindwin Slim put 
on an impressive display of river power as part of the infrastructure 
for his onward march. Five hundred river barges were constructed at 
Kalewa, and gunboats bristling with machine guns and cannons 
launched to protect the river traffic. 89 All that was needed now was 
Slim's revised strategy to outwit Kimura so that he could reach 
Rangoon before the monsoon began. 
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When Stilwell returned to China in early September, having visited 
Chungking just twice since he went to the front in January as a battle 
commander, he found things as bad as ever but the labyrinthine web 
of intrigue and jockeying for advantage even more complex and 
Byzantine. Ever since the failed army coup by young officers the year 
before, the iron fist of the KMT had clamped down even more tightly 
It was typical of Chiang that, after seeing off a grave challenge to his 
position, he should then settle back into his old ways and do nothing 
about the circumstances that had caused the coup in the first place. 
With morale low, corruption rampant and increasing, the economy 
stagnating and even the old warlords of the 1920s and 1930s enjoying 
a revival, all the generalissimo could think of was that perennial obses¬ 
sion the threat from the Communists. It never seemed to occur to 
him that all his policies - conscription, confiscations, compulsory levies 
on rice, widespread corvees, trying to buck the market and beat infla¬ 
tion with a compulsory freezing of prices - all alienated the peasantry 
even further and thus played into the hands of Mao Tse-tung and the 
Red Army. 1 What kind of resistance to the famous Eighth Route Army 
was likely when the Kuomintang soldiers were not paid and scarcely 
even fed? Since all copy by foreign journalists was censored, it was 
difficult for the outside world to get a line on the true state of affairs, 
but those in power in Washington who were really interested could 
have read Ambassador Gauss's lucid reports, where the entire fiasco 
was analysed. The trouble was that Gauss was telling FDR and Cordell 
Hull, the Secretary of State, things they did not want to hear. He did 
not exactly help his case by constantly predicting the downfall of the 
KMT, which, however, managed to limp on from month to month. 2 
The atmosphere of a topsy-turvy Alice-in-Wonderland failed state and 



all its attendant absurdities was well caught by Mountbatten in a diary 
entry on 18 July The rumour reached him that Chiang was to become 
a father again but no one knew who the mother was, since his wife, 
the much-admired Madame Chiang, had walked out on him in July 
and gone to Brazil after he refused to banish a concubine; she did not 
return until September 1945. Mountbatten commented: ‘In the western 
world the reverse is often enough true but it takes China to turn the 
facts of Nature inside out.’ 3 

Gauss and Stilwell had long argued that in China the only people 
doing any real fighting and killing Japanese were the Communists, 
and that therefore Washington should consider cutting Chiang adrift 
and supporting Mao and the Red Army Stilwell was a Republican and 
a man of conservative views (Roosevelt was too liberal for him), but 
as a battling general he had no interest in ideology and was concerned 
only with the most effective fighters. The situation was almost exactly 
analogous to that in Yugoslavia at the same time. Both Churchill and 
his envoy, the ‘Balkan brigadier’ Fitzroy MacLean, were vehement 
anti-Communists, but in wartime their only interest was which 
Yugoslav faction was killing the most Germans. When MacLean found 
that this was Tito and his Communist partisans, Allied aid was directed 
to them. The reluctant Serbian nationalist fighters, the Cetniks, under 
their leader Mihailovic, were cast adrift because they shirked from 
battle with the Germans and often actively collaborated with them. 4 
If reason alone was the lodestar for US foreign policy, this is what 
should have happened in China. Gauss had long urged Chiang to forge 
an alliance with the Communists so that both could fight the Japanese; 
if Chiang refused, he recommended his Lend-Lease be discontinued. 
Growing impatience with the generalissimo, and the evidence of their 
own eyes at the Cairo conference in 1943, led key decision-makers in 
Washington eventually to investigate the fighting potential of Mao 
and the Red Army. On the Yugoslav analogy and example, it was 
obvious that US support should have been switched immediately to 
the Communists. In northern China, where there was the greatest 
concentration of Japanese troops and industry in the entire country, 
the Reds controlled 155,000 square miles and 54 million people and 
had a well-trained and disciplined army of 475,000, to say nothing of 
the impressive inroads they were making on the hearts and minds of 
the Chinese peasantry. Clearly nationalists and Communists ought to 
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collaborate against the common enemy, but this was not Chiang’s 
agenda. Fearing that he was growing comparatively weaker day by 
day, he wanted to attack the Communists while FDR’s attention was 
elsewhere, focused on Europe, before US reinforcements arrived in 
China or Russia entered the war by invading Manchuria. Finally, in 
late 1943, Chiang gave three American correspondents permission to 
visit Mao. 5 

The journalistic mission was headed by the Chinese-speaking 
Colonel David Barrett, famous as the only American who could tell 
jokes in Chinese convincingly to the Chinese themselves. Stilwell thor¬ 
oughly approved of the mission, perhaps mindful that Chou En-lai 
had said in 1942: 'I would serve under General Stilwell and I would 
obey.’ 6 He became more and more excited by the idea of a combined 
force, with 20 Communists in each company of 100 men. The chief 
of staff of Y-force, Hsiao I-shu, cautioned him that that meant the 
entire company would be ‘Red’ within a fortnight. A military mission 
to the Communists in Yenan was ready to go in February 1944, but 
the generalissimo, as usual, stalled and, when FDR repeated his request 
in March 1944, used his back-up ploy of simply making no answer. 
FDR responded by sending the mission anyway: this was the famous 
‘Dixie mission’. 7 Yet it was clear that the way forward in China was 
to bring Mao and the Communists into an anti-Japanese united front. 
This was the pretext for the Wallace mission to China, when Roosevelt 
sent out Vice President Henry Wallace to persuade Chiang to nego¬ 
tiate with Mao. 8 There was the usual FDR machiavellianism at play 
here also, as the President wanted his unpopular ‘veep’ out of the 
country when the Democrat convention met in June. Careful prepar¬ 
ations were made for the visit. Wallace was given the assistance of 
experienced China hands like Owen Lattimore, and Stilwell’s political 
adviser John Service prepared a long, lucid and cogent memo on the 
true state of affairs in Chiang’s China. 9 Yet Wallace was made of 
crooked timber, only too willing to heed the anti-Stilwell faction. As 
soon as his embassy was announced, the Alsop-Chennault axis went 
into overdrive, arguing for Stilwell’s recall and absurdly talking up the 
achievements of Chennault’s air force. 10 From 21 to 24 June Wallace 
parleyed with Chiang in Chungking. At first the generalissimo flatly 
refused to allow a formal, authorised military mission, then he back¬ 
tracked and said he would authorise it if, as a quid pro quo, both 
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Stilwell and Gauss were dismissed. Wallace was taken in by all Chiang’s 
nonsense and declared himself moved by his ‘distress'. Four of Stilwell's 
deadly enemies - Chennault, Wedemeyer, Soong and Joseph Alsop - 
all buttonholed Wallace with demands that Stilwell should go. 11 In his 
cable to FDR, Wallace accepted all their diaphanous special pleading 
at face value, and even suggested that Wedemeyer should be Stilwell's 
replacement. Wallace and Stilwell did not meet each other. Stilwell 
despised him as a moron, and was anyway preoccupied with the 
struggle for Mogaung and Myitkyina. He did suggest that Wallace fly 
down to meet him in the Mogaung valley, but this was too close to 
the sound of gunfire for the fastidious Wallace. When Wallace's ridicu¬ 
lous suggestions were discussed in Washington, Marshall, knowing 
only too well their provenance, made short work of them. 12 

Yet another anti-Stilwell intrigue had flopped, so badly that the New 
York Times took up with avidity the idea of Mao and the Communists 
being partners in the anti-Japanese alliance. 13 Indeed, so far were 
Marshall and the Joint Chiefs from heeding Wallace's advice that they 
were working in the opposite direction: they wanted to enlarge 
Stilwell's authority in China, not remove him. China was no longer 
important as an air base for raids on Japan once Saipan, taken in July 
after a bloody three-week struggle with fanatical Japanese defenders, 
became available. On the other hand, the Joint Chiefs took seriously 
Stilwell's warning that the large Japanese armies in China might decide 
to fight on even if Nippon itself was successfully invaded - doing by 
analogy what the British intended to do in 1940 if they had lost the 
Battle of Britain, carrying the struggle over into Canada. 14 A protracted 
war on the Chinese mainland would involve the USA in two deadly 
dangers. If they transferred war-weary GIs from Europe to China, the 
American public would not wear it; even worse, the appearance of 
the Soviet Union in Manchuria would become a ‘racing certainty', 
and this was diametrically opposed to US interests. Making Stilwell 
the commander of all Chinese forces, without any interference from 
Chiang, would also remove him from SEAC and stop the whispering 
campaign against him by Mountbatten and Alanbrooke. The US War 
Department wanted to promote Vinegar Joe to ‘Field Chief of Staff" - 
a field marshal in all but name - in China. 15 A memo on 30 June, strongly 
backed by Stimson, argued (correctly) that Stilwell had welded a proper 
and credible Chinese army in Burma in the teeth of unbelievable 
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obstacles, and that the taking of Myitkyina airfield was an amazing 
feat of arms. Marshall wrote to Stilwell to suggest that after his stint 
at Kandy he should base himself permanently in Chungking so as to 
be ready to wage the expected long land war against the Japanese, 
pointing out that his absence from the SEAC theatre would both 
placate the British and transfer the pressure on to Chiang. Stilwell 
replied briefly: ‘I’ll go where I’m sent,’ but suggested to Marshall that 
it would be better if FDR read the riot act to Chiang first. 16 

The main factor pushing Washington in the direction of Stilwell’s 
promotion was the alarming success of a new Japanese offensive in 
China opened in June and code-named I-CHIGO. This was a last- 
ditch attempt by Tokyo to defeat China before US bombers came 
within range of the homeland but, ironically, it was launched just 
before the Americans invaded Saipan on 16 June and achieved that 
capability anyway. I-CHIGO, involving half a million Japanese troops 
- the largest numbers ever deployed in the whole of Japanese mili¬ 
tary history - was nothing if not ambitious. Japanese merchant navy 
losses were by now restricting the flow of raw materials from South- 
East Asia, so the response of strategists in Tokyo was to try to forge 
a continental corridor, linking Korea, Manchuria and East China with 
Thailand, Malaya and Singapore. Sweeping the demoralised Chinese 
before them, the Japanese took Honan, then turned south from 
Hankow to strike at the air bases in eastern China. 17 Changsha, the 
capital of the rice-bowl region, fell on 18 June, sparking the bitterest 
phase of the Chennault-Stilwell feud. Chennault virtually provided 
the refutation of his own tenets when his fabled 14 th Air Force could 
not prevent the enemy advance, though they did slow it. He claimed 
that his failure was simply because of shortage of supplies, and tried 
to shift the blame to Stilwell and the Hump. Vinegar Joe rightly saw 
this as a campaign ‘to duck the consequences of having sold the wrong 
bill of goods’. 18 He was livid with Chennault after an article appeared 
in the Saturday Evening Post stating that Chennault was the only man 
of genius in Asia and Stilwell a mere World War I foot soldier. 19 Under 
extreme pressure from Chiang, Stilwell agreed to divert 1,500 tons of 
cargo from the B-29S to Chennault if Washington consented. Marshall, 
knowing full well that the Flying Tigers were more in the nature of 
a paper tiger and that Chennault was a charlatan, abruptly refused. 
By this time both he and many others had become convinced that 
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the slow progress of the war in Europe was because so much materiel 
had been diverted to the Hump at Chiang’s request, in vain, point- 
lessly and uselessly. Stimson said of the Hump: 'It has been bleeding 
us white in transport airplanes/ 20 As for Chennault, he had already 
lost credibility and ‘got across’ MacArthur by boasting that he could 
bomb the Philippines from China. In MacArthur’s view, the Philippines 
were his personal bailiwick, and Stilwell chortled: ‘MacArthur in a 
sweat over Chennault trying to bomb Manila.’ 21 Marshall explained in 
his rejection note that nothing must interfere with the B-29S. Stilwell 
replied: ‘Instructions understood and exactly what I hoped for.’ Now 
definitively rejected by the Joint Chiefs, Chiang and Chennault spewed 
out their rage towards Stilwell, whom they held responsible for their 
humiliation. Stilwell remained unfazed by I-CHIGO, reasoning that 
the Japanese would soon outrun their lines of communication. 
Meanwhile he intended to unite Y-force and his own NCAC, get more 
reinforcements from the USA, and then move into south-west China. 
With an army of 250,000 under his command he was confident that 
he could drive the enemy into the sea. 22 

The collective denial of the Roosevelt administration about the 
reality of Chiang’s regime received a bad jolt in May when the well- 
known journalist Theodore White blew the lid off the Kuomintang 
in an article in Life. Describing the KMT as ‘a corrupt political clique 
that combines some of the worst features of Tammany Hall and the 
Spanish Inquisition’, he argued that it was madness to give the regime 
a ‘prolonged kiss of death’ by continuing to prop it up. 23 This was an 
open endorsement of what Stilwell had been saying for years. Perhaps 
encouraged by the new mood in the USA, from the beginning of 
September onwards Stilwell’s diaries became full of sombre reflec¬ 
tions on the nature of the Kuomintang and its leader. Why were the 
Allies fighting the Nazis in Europe, with their one-party system, use 
of terror and the Gestapo, yet backing to the hilt the selfsame fascist 
system in China? Why had Roosevelt never demanded a quid pro quo 
from Chiang for the Lend-Lease supplies that flooded into his country? 
The choice between the Kuomintang and the Communists was a classic 
‘no-brainer’, the contrast between corruption, neglect, chaos, heavy 
taxation, hoarding, the black market and trading with the enemy on 
the one side, and the reduction of taxes, rent and interest and an 
increase in production and the standard of living on the other. The 
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Communists practised what they preached; the KMT utterances were 
mere meaningless words. Above all, there was the personality of the 
generalissimo. 'I have never heard Chiang Kai-shek say a single thing 
that indicated gratitude to the President or to our country for the 
help we were extending to him. Invariably, when anything was prom¬ 
ised he would want more. Invariably he would complain about the 
small amount of material that was being furnished. Always complaints 
about the vast amount going to Britain and the trickle to China . . . 
The cure for China's trouble is the elimination of Chiang Kai-shek.’ 24 
Even Stilwell’s promotion to de facto field marshal was problemat¬ 
ical, for the Chinese army - or at least those portions that had not 
been trained at Ramgarh - was seriously deficient. On paper it 
contained 324 divisions plus another 6o-odd specialist brigades and 89 
so-called guerrilla units, which should have made it by far the most 
formidable army in the world. Unfortunately the paper strength 
masked the reality. Chinese divisions, supposed to be 10,000 men, 
rarely had more than 5,000, casualties were never replaced, all the offi¬ 
cers were place men and political appointees, the troops were unpaid, 
unfed, sick and undernourished, training was non-existent and equip¬ 
ment antiquated or unserviceable, and there was no artillery, transport 
or medical corps worth the name. This was to say nothing of the fact 
that Chiang habitually kept at least 20 divisions as reserves, facing 
north to deal with the Communist menace, and refused to release 
them to any other theatre. Above all, Chinese culture itself worked 
against military prowess. Taoism taught one to go with the flow, accept 
fate and never take risks, for if you did nothing, you couldn’t be blamed 
for whatever happened. 25 

In the privacy of his journal Stilwell took what comfort he could 
from Brit-bashing. Even when the Limeys tried to be accommodating, 
they managed only to be patronising. Mountbatten had told him that, 
as an American, he did not have to join in singing ‘God Save the King’ 
but he should at least stand up when the National Anthem was played. 
Stilwell took a sour view of this advice: ‘I don’t mind standing up. All 
I object to is 1) standing on my knees and 2) having my feet kicked 
out from under me when I do stand up.’ 26 Always obsessed with the 
view that the British did not pull their military weight and that the 
war in Asia was simply a device whereby American blood and treasure 
rescued the moribund British Empire, he oddly took up the discredited 
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Wingate-Churchill line that the Indian army was a bloated bureau¬ 
cracy of bullet-dodging loafers. Auchinleck had already refuted this, 
demonstrating that 400,000 was the maximum fighting strength of his 
army, not the one million confidently bruited by Wingate. Churchill 
in fact, with his lifelong contempt for the Indian army, tied himself 
into knots on this issue, both accepting the Wingate figure and then 
telling Auchinleck that he should slim down his army by about a 
million men. 27 Most of the anti-Limey effusions were standard diatribe. 
1 see that the Limeys are going to rush to our rescue in the Pacific. 
Like hell. They are going to continue this fight with their mouths. 
Four or five old battleships will appear and about ten RAF planes will 
go to Australia but in twenty years the schoolbooks will be talking 
about “shoulder to shoulder” and “the Empire struck with all its might 
against the common enemy” and all that crap. The idea of course is 
to horn in at Hong Kong again, and our Booby [FDR] is sucked in/ 28 
The main enemy, of course, was always Mountbatten, who by this 
time was a positive bete noire for Stilwell. He was highly amused 
when a March of Time documentary entitled ‘Background Tokyo' 
implied that the Americans were doing all the fighting in Burma and 
portrayed the Supreme Commander in a poor light as a mere playboy, 
with carefully edited footage showing him apparently being syco¬ 
phantic to Madame Chiang. 29 He was not so happy when the boot 
was on the other foot, and wrote in outrage to his wife: ‘Did you see 
Churchill's speech about Louis's great campaign in Burma? They appar¬ 
ently feel it necessary to pump a little prestige into him. Today's news 
is that Eden announced that the “beloved” commander of the SEAC 
was in London. He didn't tell me he was going so I suppose there is 
more skulduggery afoot.' 30 This was a curious mirror-image version 
of Mountbatten's paranoia. When Stilwell went to Chungking in 
September, Mountbatten imagined that he was stealing off to the 
Quebec conference; when Mountbatten went to Cairo, Stilwell imag¬ 
ined that he had gone to London. In fairness to Mountbatten, he was 
more meticulous about keeping his deputy informed than Stilwell was 
with him. 31 

While Stilwell amused himself with these lucubrations, the great 
crisis with Chiang approached. Stilwell had told Marshall it was essen¬ 
tial that FDR read the riot act. Marshall drafted a very stiff memo 
arguing that in the light of the Japanese I-CHIGO campaign, Stilwell 
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had been right after all and Chiang and Chennault wrong. By now 
disillusioned with Chiang, Roosevelt signed it. His memorandum of 
4 July 1944 has been described as ‘in effect a scorecard totting up 
Chennault’s failures and Stilwell’s triumphs'. 32 After reminding the 
generalissimo that the future of Asia was at stake, he proceeded to 
an encomium of the Chief of Staff in China: 

While fully aware of your feelings regarding General Stilwell, never¬ 
theless ... I know of no other man who has the ability, the force and 
the determination to offset the disaster which now threatens China and 
our over-all plans for the conquest of Japan. I am promoting Stilwell 
to the rank of full general and I recommend for your most urgent 
consideration that you recall him from Burma and place him directly 
under you in command of all Chinese and American forces and that 
you charge him with full responsibility and authority for the coordin¬ 
ation and direction of the operations required to stem the tide of the 
enemy’s advances. 

FDR signed off with a contemptuous dismissal of the 
Chiang-Chennault thesis of victory through airpower: ‘Please have 
in mind that it has clearly been demonstrated in Italy, in France, and 
in the Pacific that airpower alone cannot stop a determined enemy.’ 33 
To make sure there would be no suppression, doctoring, bowdlerisa- 
tion or spinning of this stark document, Marshall bypassed Soong and 
had the senior US permanent officer in Chungking, Major General 
Benjamin Ferris, deliver it in person, together with a translation by 
John Service, Stilwell’s political adviser. As has been well said, this 
thunderbolt called Chiang ‘the Peanut’ by implication. 34 ft certainly 
put the generalissimo on the spot for, as Barbara Tuchman has sagely 
remarked: ‘It can be said that regardless of Stilwell’s faults and offenses, 
even if he had the tongue of angels, the temperament of a saint and 
the professional charm of a Japanese geisha, the generalissimo would 
still have had no more intention of giving him command of his armed 
forces than of giving it to Mao Tse-tung.’ 35 

The Roosevelt memorandum constituted not so much a loss of face 
as a direct slap in the face. Chiang’s worst enemy had been promoted 
four-star general, one of only five in the entire US army (the others 
being Marshall, MacArthur, Eisenhower and ‘Hap’ Arnold). Fuming 
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impotently - he knew that any overt expression of anger might mean 
the severance of Lend-Lease - Chiang searched the arsenal of Chinese 
cunning for a riposte, and came up with a brilliant solution. His initial 
reaction was typical: stall, stall, stall. 36 First, he claimed that ‘political 
limitations’ in the Chinese army would make it impossible for the 
moment to appoint a supreme commander with plenipotentiary 
powers. What that meant in fact was that, with Stilwell as a real 
commander, he, Chiang, would be unable to manipulate his generals. 
Then he played his ace. He asked FDR for a ‘mediator’ who would 
resolve the differences between him and Stilwell - in effect asking for 
a superior officer to be appointed above Stilwell. 37 Amazingly, Roosevelt 
took the bait, and a sanguine Chiang moved in for the kill, intending 
to use the envoy to dilute the new system into meaninglessness. With 
Mountbatten requesting that Stilwell be transferred from SEAC to 
China, Wallace advocating his total recall and Chiang unwilling to 
grant him supreme military power in China, FDR fatally took his foot 
off the gas pedal and looked around for some sort of intermediate 
solution. Instead of reading the riot act to Chiang, he sent an emol¬ 
lient reply. The stupidity of this response should have been obvious, 
for it was only when the President had sent an ‘or else’ message and 
threatened to cut off Lend-Lease unless the generalissimo sent Y-force 
across the Salween that Chiang finally buckled. A disappointed Marshall 
was reduced to cabling Stilwell to ask feebly what parts of his command 
he might be prepared to give up. Yet by suggesting Sultan as the 
commander of US and Chinese forces in Burma with Wedemeyer as 
deputy commander, SEAC, at the very time Chiang was refusing Stilwell 
supreme command in China, Marshall was in effect proposing that 
Vinegar Joe be reduced to a cipher. That was not his personal inten¬ 
tion but simply the logic of FDR’s appeasement of the anti-Stilwell 
faction. 38 

On 23 July, encouraged by FDR’s conciliatory response, Chiang 
named four further conditions for accepting the American terms. He 
demanded that Stilwell be barred from commanding the Red Army 
in the field unless the Communists acknowledged him (Chiang) as the 
ruler of the Chinese state; that Stilwell command only those armies 
currently in the field against the Japanese and not those that were 
held in reserve; that Lend-Lease be entirely in the hands of the Chinese 
government; and that there should be a detailed protocol to define 
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the limits of Stilwell’s powers vis-a-vis the generalissimo. It should 
have been obvious to everyone in Washington that Chiang was not 
negotiating seriously, but, incredibly, they allowed matters to drift. 
Vinegar Joe himself remained pessimistic that anything would change. 
As one of the Chinese generals sympathetic to him remarked: 'We 
will only have real command in the field when all telephone lines to 
Chungking are cut’ or, as Stilwell himself put it a little later: ‘The cure 
for China’s trouble is the elimination of Chiang Kai-shek.’ 39 When 
Chiang asked him for an increase in Lend-Lease supply, he pounced, 
determined that the generalissimo and Chennault should not get away 
with the lies of the past, which FDR had endorsed; he wanted them 
out in the open. Blithely he replied that since Chiang had in the past 
asked that all US aid should go to Chennault and not Burma, the 
generalissimo should address his request to Chennault, who had just 
received a consignment of 12,000 tons. Stilwell had hoped that 
Chennault would be recalled in disgrace after I-CHIGO had revealed 
all his tenets about airpower as nonsense, but FDR had given too 
many hostages to fortune by his earlier praise of the Flying Tigers. 
In retaliation for the snub over Chennault and Lend-Lease, Chiang 
tried to open a second front in Washington through his foreign minister 
T. V Soong. Their target was once again Harry Hopkins, the President’s 
‘grey eminence’, who was known to be unsympathetic to Stilwell and 
to consider that relations with China would improve only when he 
was recalled. 40 Chiang’s brother-in-law, H.H. K’ung, based in Washington, 
was the main conduit for these intrigues. 

On 9 August, nudged by Hopkins, FDR offered Chiang General 
Patrick Hurley as an intermediary and Chiang accepted with alacrity. 
Marshall, determined to keep one step ahead of Hopkins, was opposed 
to the very idea of an intermediary as an obvious cuttlefish tactic by 
Chiang, but hearing that Hopkins was going to offer one of his own 
‘creatures’ to the President, he got in first by recommending Hurley, 
thought to be friendly to Stilwell. Patrick Hurley was a controversial 
and, by all accounts, highly dislikeable character. A man of the far 
right, he had been born in poverty in Oklahoma next to a Choctaw 
reservation, made a fortune as an attorney and been Secretary of War 
during the Hoover administration of 1928-32. Roosevelt used him as 
a ‘fixer’, and he had organised the American end of the Tehran confer¬ 
ence in 1943 entirely to FDR’s satisfaction. Variously described as 
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handsome, talkative, irascible, suave, worldly, vain, arrogant, ‘simple 
minded and Reaganesque before his time' (and memorably by 
Theodore White as an ‘ignoramus’), Hurley was said once to have 
killed a fractious mule with a hammer. Later he revealed himself as 
a notable pro-Chiang figure, but in 1944 he was best known as a vitu¬ 
perative critic of the British Empire and European colonialism. 41 
Donald Nelson, his fellow intermediary, was a chemical engineer who 
had just resigned as chairman of the War Production Board. Doubtless 
groaning inwardly that yet another mission was to come out to have 
the wool pulled over its eyes by Chiang, Stilwell replied meekly to 
Marshall’s news that Hurley was visiting China yet again. Marshall 
stressed that no firm decision had yet been taken on the CBI theatre 
or Chiang’s demand for a political commissar and insisted that Hurley 
was a mere stopgap. In his reply, Stilwell even managed a joke with 
reference to his own nickname: ‘I would welcome the help of your 
candidate. It takes oil as well as vinegar to make good French 
dressing.’ 42 

Even while Hurley and Nelson were en route to India, on 23 August, 
Washington replied to Chiang’s four further conditions and rejected 
them all, except to say that Lend-Lease would shortly be removed 
from Stilwell’s control and the generalissimo would be informed of 
the new arrangements in due course. Marshall cabled Stilwell that the 
intended reforms in his theatre were now clearer. He would in future 
no longer be in charge of Lend-Lease for China, and would cease to 
be Mountbatten’s deputy. The Burma-India part of the CBI theatre 
would be hived off, and Stilwell would be supreme commander in 
China. Stilwell knew well enough how little that meant and accepted 
his obvious demotion with good grace, remarking that nothing could 
be worse than the present situation. 43 All the top analysts in the State 
Department could see clearly that Chiang was stalling, hoping to sit 
out the war, fearful of American landings in his country and wishing 
Japan to be defeated outside his borders so that he did not have to 
use his reserves. The problem was that Roosevelt could never quite 
overcome his ingrained ‘China complex’ and the conviction that Chiang 
was an important player. 44 On 30 August Stilwell left Kandy for Delhi, 
where he met Hurley and Nelson. Hurley at first seemed all Stilwell 
could wish for. His extrovert, rambunctious manner, not to mention 
his cowboy boots, convinced Stilwell that he was a no-nonsense 
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down-to-earth and non-ideological fellow spirit. Hurley told him that 
Mountbatten had repeatedly tried to ditch him only to be blocked by 
FDR, and that Marshall was four-square behind him and appreciated 
all his difficulties . 45 He did not of course tell him that Vice President 
Wallace, in order to get Chiang’s agreement for US envoys to visit 
Mao in Yenan, had gone out on a limb and promised him Stilwell’s 
dismissal in return - the true reason Chiang agreed to the so-called 
Dixie Mission . 46 But Stilwell might have heeded the warning signs 
when Hurley told him that he understood Chiang’s cautious approach 
and declared that the British were even greater double-crossers than 
the Chinese: ‘The Limey reverse Lend-Lease,’ said Hurley, ‘is a racket. 
They refuse cost figures and are purposely gumming up the accounts 
so the snarl can never be untangled .’ 47 Perhaps because he was so 
impressed by the anti-Limey rhetoric, Stilwell did not pick up the 
ominously pro-Chiang subtext. 

The three men flew to Chungking and talks began. On 7 September 
Chiang saw Stilwell alone at 9.30 in the morning and tried to ‘soft 
soap’ him ahead of the plenary meeting with Hurley and Nelson at 
11 a.m. He talked to Stilwell emolliently, appearing to accept that his 
command of all Chinese armies on FDR’s terms was already a settled 
thing. Stilwell was naturally suspicious and wrote: ‘Well, here it is . . . 
Now what do 1 do?’ 48 The issue of Lend-Lease was touched on at the 
later conference, but Stilwell pointed out that the fall of Myitkyina 
had changed the picture entirely; US planes could fly to Chungking 
without the interception of Japanese fighters, and therefore he expected 
the supplies to exceed anything Chiang would need. There was much 
truth in this. Supplies to Chungking increased from 29,000 tons in 
August and 30,000 in September to 35,000 in October and 39,000 in 
November. Stilwell did not fail to make the point that this break¬ 
through had not come about because of Chennault’s much-vaunted 
airpower but because of the heroic efforts of Stilwell’s infantry. 49 
Vinegar Joe did not attend all the conferences as he found them tedious 
and disingenuous. On the occasions he was absent, Chiang habitually 
complained that Stilwell was more powerful in China than he was, 
and instead of dismissing this as claptrap, Hurley listened sympathetic¬ 
ally. When Vinegar Joe did attend he was both bored and disgusted: 
‘One and a half hours of crap and nonsense. Wants to withdraw from 
Lungling, the crazy little bastard. So either X attacks in one week or 
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he pulls it out. Usual cockeyed reasons and idiotic tactical and strategic 
conceptions. He is impossible/ 50 At the various meetings, Chiang kept 
insisting that Lend-Lease had to be turned over to him to run, and 
even Hurley, absurdly sympathetic to the generalissimo, had to remind 
him that he was talking about American property. Yet Hurley was 
beginning to worry Stilwell by his constant conciliation of Chiang: 
‘Pat much impressed with the antics of the Peanut/ he wrote. ‘What 
they ought to do is shoot the Generalissimo and [General] Ho and 
the rest of the gang/ 51 Hurley seemed unconcerned when Chiang 
sucked him into a whirlpool of irrelevancies or discussed quixotic 
fantasies such as damming the Yangtze instead of dealing with the 
present urgent military crisis. When Soong came out with his unctuous 
bromides about the ‘dignity of a great nation/ Hurley listened sympa¬ 
thetically. Stilwell was revolted by the humbug: ‘We must not look 
while the customer puts his hand in our cash register, for fear we will 
offend his “dignity” . . . The picture of this little rattlesnake being 
backed by a great democracy, and showing his backside in everything 
he says and does, would convulse you if you could get rid of your 
gall bladder. What will the American people say when they finally 
learn the truth?’ 52 

The first great crisis of September arose over the battle of Lungling. 
Y-force was still doing well on the Salween front and massive Chinese 
forces blasted their way into the cities of Sungshan and Tengchung, 
an ancient settlement said to have been visited by Marco Polo. Even 
so, they succeeded only because of large-scale backing from the 
U S AAF. To their stupefaction, the victors found dead Japanese soldiers 
chained to their positions. 53 Lungling was another matter. There, having 
driven the Chinese out, 56 Japanese Division was reinforced on 26 
August by 6,000 fresh troops, who pushed Y-force back so convinc¬ 
ingly that some units retreated at once to the Salween. 54 Chinese 
casualties were mounting rapidly, though losses were terrific on both 
sides. In the battles for Tenchung and Lungling, the Chinese lost 37,133 
dead and the Japanese i3,62o. 55 Although the Japanese had no inten¬ 
tion of penetrating any deeper into south-west China, Chiang panicked, 
fearing an enemy drive on Kunming and the Hump airfields. On 8 
September he ordered Stilwell (or rather he told Hurley to order him) 
to attack with X-force southwards towards Bhamo. Stilwell refused, 
pointing out that his men were exhausted and they had yet to clear 
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the route of the Ledo road south from Myitkyina, adding for good 
measure that he did not want to get into another row by infringing 
on Mountbatten’s sphere of influence. 56 The entire Chiang-Hurley- 
Stilwell triangle was bedevilled by mutual incomprehension and failure 
to communicate. Chiang assumed that Hurley was Stilwell’s superior, 
when that was not the case at all. He also thought that Stilwell’s role 
as his chief of staff should trump his position as commander of all 
American troops in the CBI theatre; in fact Stilwell was under explicit 
orders from Washington to prioritise the two roles the other way 
round. 57 Despairing of getting his own way, Chiang began to bluster. 
First he said he would withdraw the whole of Y-force to a defensive 
ring around Kunming. Then he backtracked and said he would leave 
it around Lungling in exchange for his having complete control of 
Lend-Lease. Stilwell exploded: ‘The crazy little bastard. The little 
matter of the Ledo road is forgotten. The only point on the whole 
trace we do not control is Lungling and he wants to give that up and 
sabotage the whole God-damn project - men, money, material and 
sweat that we have put in for two and a half years just to help China. 
Unthinkable ... It does not even enter that hickory nut he uses for a 
head.’ 58 

On 13 September, two of the envoys from Mao and the Red Army 
conferred with Stilwell and told him that their leader was quite prepared 
to fight under him but not in any circumstances under Chiang; still 
less would Mao acknowledge Chiang as head of state. Stilwell made 
it clear to the KMT bureaucrats that as the Reds were the only Chinese 
prepared to take on the Japanese in serious fighting, he would be 
supplying them with American arms and equipment and intended to 
go to Yenan shortly to finalise this. 59 Chiang was now desperate, for 
the day was fast approaching when the Chinese Communists would 
get access to Lend-Lease, and then the preponderance of power, 
already only just to Chiang’s advantage, would shift to Mao. 
Fortunately, he had an ace in the hole that Stilwell knew nothing of. 
While Vinegar Joe thought that ‘Pat’ was an ally, the devious and 
scheming Hurley was advancing his own design to replace Gauss as 
the U S ambassador to China, and letting Chiang know he was sympa¬ 
thetic to his problems with Stilwell. By being charming and 
accommodating to the generalissimo, the envoys increased his confi¬ 
dence that in a trial of strength with the hated Stilwell he might prevail. 
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Chiang even tried on Nelson (he considered Hurley too smart an oper¬ 
ator) that tired old Chinese shtick: ‘Most foreigners don’t understand 
us, but you do.’ It is not surprising that Slim’s biographer has referred 
to ‘the bone-headed Patrick Hurley’. 60 Hurley was so inept he did not 
even send his cable to Washington through secure channels, so that 
the serpentine Tai-li knew everything that was going on. 61 

While Chiang and Hurley intrigued full-time to compass his down¬ 
fall, Stilwell had a war on two fronts to attend to. Apart from the 
Salween front, the Japanese advance in China proper was giving cause 
for concern. On 14 September he flew to Kweilin, ‘the Paris of the 
South’, where the Japanese had just launched an offensive and were 
throwing back the Chinese with ease. As usual when Stilwell was not 
at the helm, the Chinese fought with a kind of stoical defeatism tinged 
with bitterness. 62 Regarding as suicidal Chiang’s orders to hold the 
city at all costs, Stilwell ordered the evacuation of the air base and 
the destruction of all gasoline his soldiers could not take away - so 
much for the Chiang-Chennault thesis that the KMT armies could 
defend air bases. The situation on this front continued critical. By 
November both Kweilin and Liuchow had fallen and the Japanese were 
almost knocking on the gates of Chungking itself. 63 

Meanwhile, Stilwell’s strongly worded protest to Washington about 
Chiang’s behaviour on Lungling and the Salween front had deeply 
impressed Marshall. He believed implicitly the Stilwell thesis that the 
generalissimo did not want to fight so much as to sit out the war and 
watch ‘until one barbarian defeats the other’. 64 When Stilwell’s latest 
cable reached him, Marshall was at the Octagon conference, the second 
conclave at Quebec between Roosevelt and Churchill on the post-war 
future of Germany. Primed by Marshall, an angry and exasperated 
FDR sent a message to Chiang saying that the withdrawal from the 
Salween was unacceptable and that if he persisted, he would have to 
take the consequences; this was a thinly veiled threat to withdraw 
Lend-Lease. After stating categorically that the generalissimo was 
obliged to play his full part in the war, FDR added that there must 
be no further stalling about the status and nature of Stilwell’s 
command; he must be given ‘unrestricted’ powers as supreme 
commander. The memo was nothing less than an ultimatum, and 
could not be construed in any other way. 65 Whooping with delight, 
Stilwell refused all attempts by Hurley and others in Chungking to 
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soften the message and insisted on taking it to Chiang in person. 66 
On 19 September he enjoyed his greatest hour of triumph when he 
‘handed this bundle of paprika to the Peanut and then sank back with 
a sigh. The harpoon hit the little bugger right in the solar plexus and 
went right through him. It was a clean hit, but beyond turning green 
and losing the power of speech, he did not bat any eye. He just said 
to me, ‘I understand/ 67 In a state of hubris, Stilwell went home and 
composed some lines of doggerel: 

I’ve waited long for vengeance - 
At last I’ve had my chance, 

I’ve looked the Peanut in the eye 
And kicked him in the pants 

The old harpoon was ready 
With aim and timing true, 

I sank it to the handle 

And stung him through and through. 

The little bastard shivered, 

And lost his power of speech, 

His face turned green and quivered 
And he struggled not to screech. 

For all my weary battle, 

For all my hours of woe 
At last I’ve had my innings 
And laid the Peanut low. 

I know I’ve still to suffer 
And run a weary race 
But O! The blessed pleasure! 

I’ve wrecked the Peanut’s face. 68 

The immediate impact of Roosevelt’s message was all that Stilwell 
could have hoped for. After the words ‘I understand’, Chiang abruptly 
ended the meeting and retired to his private quarters, where he burst 
into ‘compulsive and stormy sobbing’. 69 A jubilant Stilwell heard about 
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the lachrymose outburst and wrote to his wife: ‘Rejoice with me. We 
have prevailed ... his head is in the dust. The dope is that after I left, 
the screaming began and lasted into the night/ 70 Yet Stilwell’s gloating 
was premature. The fantasy of landing a lethal blow on ‘the Peanut’, 
as in Ahab’s imaginings on the death of Moby-Dick, was, sadly, just 
that. Nemesis followed the hubris. When Hurley went in to see Chiang 
on 23 September about the participation of the Red Army in a joint 
campaign against the Japanese, the generalissimo brushed the subject 
aside as of no importance; the important thing, he said, was that at 
all costs he had to get rid of Stilwell. Hurley reported to Stilwell that 
Chiang had accused him of ‘preemptorily refusing’ an order to make 
a feint on Bhamo from Myitkyina and said that China could no longer 
have two masters: it had to be either Chiang or Stilwell. By a curious 
coincidence, next day there was a broadcast onjapanese radio claiming 
that Stilwell was actively seeking to oust Chiang and set himself up 
as tsar or proconsul in China; from the smooth congruence of events, 
Stilwell suspected a set-up job. Hurley further reported that Chiang 
had accused Stilwell of persuading FDR to send the humiliating cable, 
that the President would not have done it on his own initiative. 71 The 
generalissimo had by now divined Hurley’s ambitions and was deter¬ 
mined to use him and Nelson. He persuaded them to contact Roosevelt 
and claim that recent verbal exchanges on China rested on a misun¬ 
derstanding; there was no real tension between the war aims of China 
and the U SA but only a ‘personality clash’ between him and Stilwell. 
Hurley added his own spin, that he had attempted to be diplomatic 
by delivering the President’s ultimatum himself, but that Stilwell had 
insisted on taking it. Roosevelt, always weak and neurotic about China, 
took the blame-shifting line that he had been ‘bounced’ into sending 
the tough telegram by Marshall when his mind was elsewhere at 
Quebec. 72 Chiang’s sources, who had an excellent line to the White 
House via Harry Hopkins, told him that provided a face-saving deal 
could be concocted, FDR would agree to Stilwell’s dismissal; T.V 
Soong and Alsop worked hard on drafting a convincing proposal. Thus 
encouraged, Chiang upped the ante by convening the standing 
committee of the KMT and telling them that unless Stilwell was 
sacked, China would no longer be a sovereign nation. At the end of 
the month FDR concluded that Vinegar Joe would have to go. Two 
factors weighed with him. He was beginning to grow bored with 
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China, especially as it no longer mattered for the successful conclu¬ 
sion of the war; all American efforts were now going into 
island-hopping in the Pacific and the invasion of the Philippines. 
Perhaps even more importantly, the 1944 presidential election was just 
a month away, and he certainly did not want some cause celebre, 
involving his own credibility, to erupt at a critical moment in the 
voters' decisions. 73 

On 1 October, Stilwell began to get some inkling of the danger he 
confronted and wrote at length on the situation both in his diary and 
to his wife. The interesting thing is that, less shrewd about the evil in 
men than Chiang, he still had not divined Hurley's true aims. 'FDR 
proceeds to cut my throat and throw me out. Pat feels very low about 
it. I don't. I don't. They just can't hurt me. I've done my best and 
stood up for American interests. To hell with them ... It looks very 
much as though they have gotten me at last. The Peanut has gone off 
his rocker and Roosevelt has apparently let me down completely.' 74 
This was honest and wholly consistent with his earlier remarks. He 
always said he ‘was willing to be ditched ... if at any time the pres¬ 
sure grew too heavy. It was always his secret ambition to be a sergeant 
in a machine gun company.’ 75 But his great ally Marshall was not 
finished yet. For three weeks he fought a bitter and protracted battle 
to call Chiang's bluff and bring him to heel. He put to the President 
all the bitterness occasioned in US military circles by the materiel 
supplied to Chiang and Chennault over the Hump - which he claimed 
prolonged the war in Europe for at least a year because of the shortage 
of air transport. He begged and pleaded with the President to rescind 
Lend-Lease to China, but FDR would not take that final, irrevocable 
step, as Chiang had gambled he would not/ 6 By their stupid and syco¬ 
phantic softly-softly diplomacy, Hurley and Nelson had given Chiang 
the clear impression that, as the President’s envoys, they, not Stilwell, 
must be expressing his true thoughts. Chiang could therefore sit down 
for a long poker game, confidently expecting that his opponent would 
blink first. As before, Marshall’s great ally was Stimson, who was particu¬ 
larly indignant that Chennault had corralled all those tens of 
thousands of tons of supplies and had achieved nothing, whereas 
Stilwell, the hero of Myitkyina, was now to be made the victim. 77 
Under pressure, FDR agreed a compromise. On 5 October he told 
Chiang he would agree to Stilwell’s ousting as chief of staff and director 
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of Lend-Lease, but he insisted that he stay on as commander of Chinese 
forces in Burma and Yunnan; moreover, there would be no US 
commander in China. But compromise was the wrong ploy to use 
with Chiang; he read it as weakness. There was no mention in the 
latest message of the one thing he really feared - the end of Lend- 
Lease. Although the generalissimo's face was now more than 
adequately saved, he sensed FDR's weakness and pressed on for total 
victory. Only the complete removal of Stilwell from China would 
satisfy him. Absurdly, he claimed in his adamant reply that the Burma 
campaign had drained China's resources, without mentioning that the 
USA had provided those resources in the first place; he even had the 
gall to suggest that it was Stilwell's fault that the airfields in eastern 
China had been lost. On n October, Hurley finally showed his hand 
and told the White House that he backed Chiang completely. Marshall 
continued to fight hard, but FDR had essentially buckled and caved 
in. It was the final manifestation of his China neurosis. Contrary to 
all reason and a mountain of evidence, he was determined to cham¬ 
pion Chiang, shrinking from the obvious alternative of embracing 
Mao. Given his premises, the only logical conclusion was that Stilwell 
had to be dismissed. 78 

On 19 October, Roosevelt formally recalled Stilwell from China and 
ordered him to relinquish all his roles there. Marshall sent a radio 
message to Stilwell to confirm that the deed was done. During these 
first 19 days of October, Vinegar Joe had been mournful and resigned. 
He wrote with great bitterness about being ‘ignored, insulted, double- 
crossed, delayed, obstructed for three years . . . The Peanut sits on his 
hands and watches with great glee the fool Americans who actually 
get out and fight.' 79 Marshall informed him of the new dispositions 
in the CBI theatre, which itself ceased to exist because of the restruc¬ 
turing. General Daniel Sultan would take over his former duties in 
the India-Burma sector while General Raymond Wheeler would 
become Mountbatten's deputy in SEAC. 80 The worst blow for Stilwell 
was the appointment of Wedemeyer as Chiang's chief of staff and 
commander of US forces in China. He had come to have an almost 
visceral loathing for the ‘ambitious and conceited' Wedemeyer, with 
his would-be movie-star looks (tall, elegant, aquiline, luxuriantly haired) 
and his almost monomaniacal self-regard. In June he had noted in his 
diary: ‘Good God - to be ousted in favour of Wedemeyer - that would 
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be a disgrace .’ 81 Stilwell fought hard not to accept this futher humili¬ 
ation and, when asked by Marshall for his recommendations as his 
replacement, named six undistinguished officers, some of whom had 
already been recalled from other posts in disgrace; Marshall declared 
himself shocked by his friend’s irresponsible suggestions, which by 
their very implausibility actually strengthened the case for the detested 
‘Al ’. 82 Wedemeyer would later complain that Stilwell made no formal 
handover, left him no notes or instructions and refused even to see 
him, but after his treachery and backstabbing he should surely not 
have been surprised . 83 Hurley achieved his aim when he was appointed 
ambassador to replace Gauss, who resigned when Stilwell was 
dismissed; the State Department pretence that his resignation was a 
completely separate matter fooled no one . 84 

Now that he had what he wanted, Chiang tried to sugar the pill by 
offering Stilwell a decoration, but Stilwell abruptly declined. His diary 
entry reads: 'Told him to stick it up his ass.’ 85 At 5 p.m. on 20 October 
he made a farewell call on the generalissimo and reminded him that 
all he had done had been for the good of China. Madame was not 
there, since she had left for a two-month stay in Brazil in July 1944 
and then proceeded to the USA. Tired of Chiang’s relentless woman¬ 
ising, she appears to have departed with no intention of returning, 
giving out publicly that she needed to consult American specialists for 
her health. 86 Stilwell stayed just 48 hours in Chungking after his recall; 
Marshall, knowing his gaffe-prone nature, wanted him back in 
Washington as soon as possible, and warned him he was not to say 
a word about his dismissal to anyone, especially the press. 87 He left 
Chungking on the afternoon of 21 October and proceeded in a leisurely 
way to Delhi, taking three days, with stopovers at Kunming, Paoshan, 
Myitkyina and Ramgarh. Once back in the United States, he at first 
seemed under virtual arrest, being accompanied everywhere by Secret 
Service men. He was effectively gagged by Marshall and Roosevelt 
until after the presidential election, even though many newspapers 
and US public opinion were affronted by this 'truckling’ to Chiang. 88 
Only when FDR returned as president in triumph for an unprece¬ 
dented (and never to be repeated) fourth time did Stilwell’s plight 
become generally known. 89 

Stilwell’s Anglophobia was not forgotten. In November, a 
Conservative MP, Mr Reginald Purbrick, proposed in the House of 
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Commons that Stilwell be declared persona non grata anwhere British 
troops were engaged. His old enemy General (by this time Field 
Marshal) Alexander said after the war: ‘Dear Old Joe - he could be 
mighty naughty at times.’ 90 Mountbatten used the opportunity to claim 
that only his intervention had kept the Stilwell-Chiang show on the 
road so long - another of his blatant, self-preening exaggerations. And 
there was more than a smidgin of humbug in his public comments. 
To Vinegar Joe himself he wrote: ‘Most Englishmen, as you yourself 
undoubtedly know, find you a difficult man to deal with, but, with 
the exception of the trouble over Lentaigne ... I can testify that I 
have found you both easy and helpful in all matters which I raised in 
person with you.’ To FDR he wrote: ‘I was sorry to see Stilwell go 
not only because I personally like him, but because it meant that I 
lost my beloved Al Wedemeyer.’ 91 Yet it is significant that the only 
Briton Stilwell wrote to was Auchinleck, for whom he seems to have 
developed an unexpected fondness: ‘This is goodbye to you and Lady 
Auchinleck, with my very best wishes for the future. The sheriff has 
caught up with me and I have been yanked out, but whatever my 
glaring deficiencies as a diplomat, I hope you will remember me, as 
I remember you, as a friend and that we will meet again, as you have 
promised, in California.’ 92 The notable absentee in all this farewell 
correspondence was Slim, and the suspicion arises that some sort of 
personal Rubicon was crossed in the relations between the two men 
over the issue of Lentaigne and the Chindits. Certainly Slim’s 
comments in his autobiography are all positive: ‘When all was said 
and done, the success of this northern offensive was in the main due 
to the Ledo Chinese Divisions - and that was Stilwell ... In the 14 th 
Army and, I think, throughout the British forces our sympathies were 
with Stilwell - unlike the American 14 th Air Force who demonstra¬ 
tively rejoiced at his downfall . . . We saw him go with regret, and he 
took with him our admiration as a fighting soldier.’ 93 

However, in later comments Slim was less generous, and he was 
particularly irked by the publication of the Stilwell Papers, which his 
wife rushed through after his death. 

It was a pity that the book was published as it was. Such papers, 

written in the heat and exasperation of the moment, in spite of their 

salty humour, did not do him justice. He was much more than the 
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bad-tempered, prejudiced, often not very well-informed and quarrel¬ 
some man they showed him to be. He was all that, but in addition he 
was a first-class battle leader up to, I should say, Corps level and an 
excellent tactician, but a poor administrator. At higher levels he had 
neither the temperament not the strategic background or judgement 
to be effective. Even in the tactical field he hampered himself by, I 
believe, deliberately employing only mediocre American subordinate 
commanders and a good deal of nepotism on his staff. His dislike, 
openly expressed and shown, of all ‘limeys’, which at times did not 
make for cooperation, was, I always found, if not taken too seriously 
more amusing than dangerous. I used to tease him about it and he 
took it very well. Yet his distrust of the British was deeply rooted, and 
on what grounds I could not discover.’ 94 

Some comments are in order. The charge of nepotism was, sadly, true. 
Stilwell used his mediocre son, Colonel Joseph Stilwell, as his head of 
intelligence (G2), and it was the son who badly underestimated the 
Japanese potential at Myitkyina. He also employed two of his sons- 
in-law as liaison officers with the Chinese. 95 As for employing only 
mediocrities, even Slim’s biographer is moved to protest at this point. 
Not only did Slim forget that he had already described Frank Merrill 
as a brilliant officer, but most of the high talents in the US military 
were employed in the Pacific and thus unavailable. As Lewin rightly 
comments: ‘Stilwell had to make bricks out of what was sometimes 
straw.’ 96 On Stilwell’s alleged strategic incapacity, Slim again goes too 
far. ft is true that he was bored by logistics and administration and 
that his theories of using Chinese armies to win the war in China 
were in their own way as far-fetched as Chennault’s notion of victory 
through airpower alone. But he was no fool, and could scarcely have 
become a four-star general (the US equivalent of a field marshal) if 
he was. Moreover, Marshall, who saw through the egotistic antics of 
Patton and MacArthur, rated Stilwell as the best of the best; Marshall, 
too, to put it mildly, was no fool, and in the opinion of some good 
judges was the great strategic planner of the Second World War. No 
man had more faults than Stilwell: he was ruthless, overcynical, drove 
men too hard, was tactless, abrasive and foolish. Later traduced by 
the China lobby absurdly, as an agent in delivering China to the 
Communists, he was in fact a great patriot, who ardently desired to 
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defeat the enemy, told the unvarnished truth exactly as he saw it and 
was a man of real integrity He was also an historical figure of some 
importance, for until the drama of the Nixon-Mao meeting in 1972, 
he represented America's ‘supreme try' in China. 97 

One final and very important point is salient in any overall consid¬ 
eration of Stilwell. Although stabbed in the back by FDR, he never 
made public the dark side of that enigmatic character, which might 
have done irretrievable harm to the President's reputation. On his 
return from the Cairo conference in late 1943, Stilwell confided to 
Colonel Frank Dorn, his chief of staff, an extraordinary conversation 
he had had with FDR in Egypt. As Stilwell expressed it: ‘The Big Boy's 
fed up with Chiang and his tantrums, and said so. In fact he told me 
in that Olympian manner of his: “If you can't get along with Chiang 
and can't replace him, get rid of him once and for all. You know what 
I mean. Put in someone you can manage.'” Stilwell confessed he was 
shocked by the order. Although Chiang was a ‘pain in the neck' and 
Stilwell agreed with Dorn that everyone who knew him, including 
Madame and his generals, must at one time or other have wished him 
dead, assassination was not in the American tradition (‘the United 
States doesn't go in for this sort of thing') and was against his own 
code of ethics. 98 It should be remembered that this was before the 
crazier antics of Wild Bill Donovan and the OSS were known about 
and long before the truly dark era of the CIA. Nevertheless, having 
been given an order by his commander-in-chief, Stilwell duly passed 
it on to Dorn. He instructed him to prepare contingency plans for a 
‘hit' on the generalissimo, all naturally on a ‘deniable' basis, with the 
proviso that any attempt to liquidate Chiang had to be 100 per cent 
sure to succeed before he, Stilwell, would give it the nod. He signed 
off by telling Dorn that he doubted whether anything would ever 
come of it or that FDR would ever give him the green light, and so 
it proved. The conscientious Dorn and his officers worked through a 
number of scenarios - shootings, bombings, poisonings, a palace revo¬ 
lution - and eventually hit on a wild scheme to fly Chiang to inspect 
his troops at Ramgarh and crash the plane en route. The American 
pilots would be given sealed orders to be opened over the Hump and 
provided with reliable parachutes; those donned by the generalissimo 
and his entourage would be faulty. 99 Amazingly, this was not the only 
assassination plan Stilwell had been ordered to cooperate with. Colonel 
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Carl Feifler, the senior OSS officer in the CBI theatre, was told by 
Stilwell that orders had come from on high to prepare a contingency 
plan to liquidate the generalissimo using Botulinus toxin. Stilwell told 
Feifler he disapproved of the idea but that the orders had come from 
‘the man above '. 100 Truly it was the case that in Kuomintang China 
actuality was reversed, the real became the surreal, and the dream 
world of Chungking bade fair at any moment to turn into nightmare. 

Stilwell was an authentic American hero sent on a mission impos¬ 
sible. Both he and his supporter Marshall - and Stimson also, who 
was shocked and disillusioned by his dismissal - had to deal not only 
with the egomania and mindlessness of Chiang but the wilful and 
disingenuous stubbornness of FDR. Roosevelt treated Stilwell worse 
than any other theatre commander . 101 None of his other generals had 
to put up with a constant stream of interrupting meddlers (Lauchlin 
Currie, Wendell Wilkie, Henry Wallace, Donald Nelson and Patrick 
Hurley, twice) ‘whose chief qualifications were ignorance of China 
or, in some cases, Roosevelt's desire to get them out of the country'. 
As has been well said, An Eisenhower or a MacArthur would have 
blown his stack; Stilwell patiently put up with it .' 102 Marshall too, 
without whom Roosevelt would have been at sea in the Second World 
War, was severely taxed by Roosevelt's duplicity, dishonesty and insen¬ 
sitivity. On the issue of China particularly, the President often overruled 
Marshall with almost studied rudeness, as when he turned down 
Marshall's relatively trivial request not to appoint Wedemeyer as 
Stilwell's replacement . 103 A particular irritant was the way FDR would 
not reply to a minute from Marshall, file it or otherwise place it on 
the record, but simply send it back if he did not like the contents . 104 
Then there was the way Roosevelt would arbitrarily change or doctor 
a carefully composed Marshall statement. In pique at Chiang's atti¬ 
tude towards Stilwell, FDR appointed Wedemeyer purely as the 
generalissimo's chief of staff and announced grandly that there would 
be no overall American commander in China. This fit of irritation 
simply played into Chiang's hands, for he had accepted the principle 
of a US commander only under duress in the first place. So far from 
punishing him, the White House restored the status quo ante with a 
mere U S chief of staff - exactly the outcome Chiang wanted. To the 
woefully inept presidential performance over Stilwell can be added 
the hate-laden campaign of the generalissimo over three years - a 
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hatred driven purely by the base factor that Stilwell would not allow 
him a free hand to channel US Lend-Lease into his own coffers. 
Naturally none of this weighs with the purblind China revisionists 
who want to rehabilitate Chiang as a statesman. 105 On the relation¬ 
ship with Chiang, the last word should go to Stilwell, expounding his 
credo: ‘The trouble was largely one of posture. I tried to stand on my 
feet instead of my knees. I did not think the knee position was a suit¬ 
able one for Americans ... If a man can say that he did not let his 
country down, if he can live with himself, there is nothing more he 
can reasonably ask for/ 106 And when the corrupt Kuomintang finally 
succumbed to Mao and the Communists in 1949, had Stilwell still been 
alive he would have been justified in saying: ‘I told you so/ 
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The tension observable on Slim's face at the investiture ceremony at 
Imphal on 14 December was not the result only of Kimura’s disap¬ 
pointing decision not to fight at Shwebo. Already facing massive 
logistical problems, Slim was in effect stabbed in the back by Chiang 
and Wedemeyer. Shortly after Stilwell's departure, Kweilin fell to the 
Japanese, exposing once again the deficiencies of Y-force and the gener¬ 
alissimo's home-based troops vis-a-vis the Ramgarh-trained and 
Stilwell-nurtured X-force. 1 A few days later the city of Liuchow, 100 
miles south of Kweilin, also capitulated, underlining the poverty of 







Chennault's thinking; contrary to all his assurances - and exactly as 
Stilwell had predicted - the Japanese were now overrunning his 
airfields. Chiang, predictably, panicked and turned to Wedemeyer for 
a solution. Wedemeyer was in a trap of his own devising; he was 
getting what he thought he wanted but quickly found he did not like 
it at all. Planning to use ‘honey rather than vinegar' in his dealings 
with the generalissimo - and with this in mind he had filed away all 
the correspondence between Vinegar Joe and the ‘Peanut' so that 
prying eyes could never find it 2 - he soon discovered that Chiang was 
an impossible ingrate who expected his US chief of staff to have a 
magic wand that would spirit away all problems. Marshall took great 
satisfaction in, in effect, replying ‘I told you so' to Wedemeyer's queru¬ 
lous reports to Washington about the Kuomintang. 3 Desperate for 
some expedient that would shut the generalissimo up, at least 
temporarily, Wedemeyer peremptorily ordered 75 Dakotas, vital to the 
supply of Slim's 14 th Army, back to China to assist on the home front. 
What made this particularly treacherous was that Wedemeyer knew, 
from his long association with Mountbatten, just how vital airpower 
was for success in Burma. The Supreme Commander learned with a 
shock that the man he had called his ‘beloved Al Wedemeyer' had 
gone native and was now a fully paid-up member of the KMT 
tendency. 4 The first Slim knew of this development was at dawn on 
10 December, when he was woken at his HQ by the roar of aircraft 
engines. The supplies for 14 th Army, already in the planes, had simply 
been taken off and dumped on the airstrip before the Dakotas took 
off. 5 

The departure of the 75 planes caused an immediate administra¬ 
tive crisis in a 14 th Army HQ already stretched to the limit by logistical 
problems. As Slim pointed out, 14 th Amy by this time had a ration 
strength of 750,000 in a force scattered over an area as large as Poland, 
and this was before it commenced offensive operations. Before troops 
can fight, they have to be fed, clothed, housed, equipped, paid, 
doctored, policed and transported by other personnel, all of whom 
in turn have to be fed, paid, housed, etc. 6 As for CAPITAL, and even 
more, the refinements Slim made in EXTENDED CAPITAL, airpower 
was crucial, and his staff had calculated, before the Wedemeyer debacle, 
that the aircraft available to them would just suffice, provided there 
was no significant enemy interception or any sustained patches of bad 
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weather. Road and rail transport, they hoped, would become avail¬ 
able to them once they had conquered areas the enemy currently 
controlled, but meanwhile inadequate roads would have to do. The 
railhead at Dimapur was linked to Tamu via Imphal through a 206- 
mile all-weather road, and then by another recently constructed 
all-weather highway from Tamu to Kalewa (a further 112 miles). If 
they could capture Shwebo and Mandalay, they would have further 
all-weather roads that could be reached by transport across the 
C hind win’s Bailey bridge, but short of that, all other supplies would 
have to be by river. 7 An explosion in boat-building on the Chindwin, 
especially rafts and barges, was the result - most existing craft had 
been destroyed by the retreatingjapanese. Yet fundamentally 14 th Army 
had to reach the Irrawaddy, 600 miles from a railhead, cross the mighty 
river itself and then gamble on getting all the way to Rangoon before 
the monsoon broke in May. This was the context in which Wedemeyer 
withdrew the Dakotas. It sounded like the definition of mission impos¬ 
sible. Slim dealt with the immediate crisis by cutting down on the 
planes that would be available for Christison's invasion of the Arakan 
(later, by intense lobbying, Mountbatten managed to get two thirds 
of the departed aircraft back), but for anyone but a superlative 
commander, the position on paper at the beginning of December 
would have seemed dire. All reports indicated that Kimura was waiting 
on the other side of the Irrawaddy with eight divisions, ready for the 
mother of all battles, what he had already called ‘the battle of the 
Irrawaddy shore'. Even with five divisions, a British assault across the 
river seemed suicidal. 8 

Slim went into conference with his corps commanders Stopford 
and Messervy on 18-19 December and explained to them his new 
conception of EXTENDED CAPITAL. Where the original 
CAPITAL had aimed merely at the defeat of the enemy in central 
Burma, the new plan envisaged total defeat in the country and the 
occupation of Rangoon by early May. He made it plain to his two 
commanders that the plan would not be discussed with or even referred 
to Leese, who was likely for one reason or other to ruin it if put in 
the picture. 9 Seeking for somewhere other than Shwebo where he 
could engage Kimura on terms of comparative advantage, Slim hit 
on the idea of making a secret dash for Meiktila, 70 miles south of 
Mandalay, the supply town for the Japanese 33 and 15 Army and the 
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‘beating heart' of their entire war effort in Burma. Since the railway 
and main road north from Rangoon ran through Meiktila, the pos¬ 
ition was a key, nodal one, and without it Kimura could not hold 
Mandalay Moreover, if Slim could get one of his corps down to 
Meiktila in secret while the other crossed the Irrawaddy where Kimura 
expected the British to cross, the Japanese would be effectively encir¬ 
cled. 10 Since Meiktila contained supply bases, ammunition dumps, 
airfields, depots and hospitals, the Japanese armies in the north were 
like the extended fingers of a hand, with Meiktila its wrist. In Slim's 
words: ‘Crush that wrist, no blood would flow through the fingers, 
the whole hand would be paralysed, and the Japanese armies on the 
arc from the Salween to the Irrawaddy would begin to wither.' 11 Slim 
intended to use 4 Corps for the secret march and 33 Corps for the 
Irrawaddy assault Kimura expected. It was hammer and anvil once 
again, with 33 Corps the hammer from the north and 4 Corps, at 
Meiktila, the anvil. EXTENDED CAPITAL was thus a war-winning 
stratagem of extreme genius, if Slim could pull it off. But how to 
move an entire corps, with tanks and heavy armour, through jungle 
without alerting the enemy? It was obvious that the most massive 
programme of deception, disinformation and obfuscation would have 
to be attempted. In the first place, 33 Corps would have to perform 
heroically in the north, keeping up constant pressure so that Kimura 
would never smell a rat. Then he would have to be convinced that 
he was being attacked on the Mandalay/Irrawaddy front by both 
corps. 12 

Messervy's 4 Corps would be advancing south through the Gangaw 
valley and along the Myittha river - following the route Slim had taken 
in the opposite direction during the 1942 retreat - aiming to cross the 
Irrawaddy at Pakkoku and then launch itself on Meiktila. In accor¬ 
dance with his master plan, on 26 December Slim temporarily assigned 
19 Division and 268 Tank Brigade from 4 Corps to 33 Corps, so that 
any Japanese agents would be able to report that the two British corps 
were indeed working together and massing on the other side of the 
river near Mandalay. 13 While the real 4 Corps would maintain radio 
silence on its long trek, a dummy headquarters for a bogus 4 Corps 
would be set up at Tamu, complete with radio and signals. There 
would be deliberate ‘indiscreet' talk by officers that pro-Japanese 
informants could pick up on, and an increase in radio traffic in the 
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Shwebo area. Fake airdrops to fake agents would increase the confu¬ 
sion. 14 Elaborate deception exercises were given grandiose titles such 
as STENCIL and CLOAK. Lieutenant Colonel J.H. ('Elephant Bill’) 
Williams was instructed to go 40 miles up the Yeu river with a huge 
party of elephants, to suggest that a large force (possibly another 
detachment from 4 Corps) was about to cross the Chindwin there. 15 
Another advantage the deceivers had was that any force aiming at 
Meiktila would be expected to proceed on the Kalewa-Yeo-Shwebo 
approach. RAF planes would have to patrol the area around Pakkoku 
constantly to make sure that no Japanese aircraft got close enough to 
the area to report the secret advance of 4 Corps. The big obstacle 
that lay in 4 Corps’ path was the town of Gangaw. It was well defended, 
but if Slim committed too many men to capture it, the Japanese might 
be alerted to the clandestine march of Messervy’s corps, and it would 
be disastrous if any of Messervy’s men were questioned and interro¬ 
gated in the fighting. To ‘take out’ this obstacle, therefore, Slim relied 
on a massive aerial bombardment by RAF 221 Corps, followed by an 
attack by the Lushai Brigade. The Japanese were familiar with this 
unit and knew that it was Slim’s version of the Chindits; if they were 
reported in the Gangaw valley, it would be clear that Slim was playing 
at being Wingate and the attacks read as those by loose cannon. It 
was inconceivable that the Lushai Brigade would be deployed in the 
same area as regular troops, as this seemed to make no sense at all; 
the obvious inference the Japanese were to draw was that Slim was 
feinting down the Myittha river in a vain attempt to disguise the 
intended attack on Mandalay. Using them in the Gangaw valley thus 
constituted a deception within a deception. As a final twist, Slim had 
Messervy send 28 African Brigade ahead of his corps. If they observed 
these troops, the Japanese were sure to take them for n East African 
Division, recently active in the Kabaw valley. 16 

Having to his own satisfaction masked the operation by 4 Corps, 
Slim then had to solve the details of getting his troops and tanks across 
‘impossible’ country. Major General Bill Hasted, 14 th Army’s chief engin¬ 
eer, estimated that he could build a road along the Kabaw and Myittha 
valleys using bithess, extensively used for aircraft runways. Bithess was 
hessian in rolls 50 yards long and one yard wide, treated with bitumen 
to look like a long carpet of oilcloth. Strips were laid to overlap by 
eight inches and the road, levelled and packed tight, was cambered 


416 



by laying the two outside strips first and then building the road up 
from edge to centre. 17 Hugely expensive, the process used up a gallon 
of petrol and a gallon of diesel for every yard of road laid, and to 
build ioo miles of bithess road took 1,000 vehicles a day At first, Hasted 
estimated the road would take a day for every mile built, but Slim 
dismissed this as impossibly slow. The two men took a flight to examine 
the terrain, but even after flying low over the jungle, Hasted still had 
no real idea and plucked the figure of 42 days out of the air. Slim 
replied: ‘God help you, Bill, if it takes more than fifty/ 18 Even so, no 
one knew for certain whether such a road would stand up to the wear 
and tear of tanks and heavy vehicles. Since Slim had always been a 
great proponent of tanks as the strike weapon in land warfare and 
was almost obsessive in his concern for their reliability in difficult 
terrain, he inspected 255 Brigade shortly before the jump-off towards 
Meiktila. He quizzed the brigade major about his Sherman tanks and 
was irritated by the bland replies he received. ‘The most important 
thing is reliability/ he snapped. ‘Mechanical failure could make them 
a liability. How reliable are those Shermans?' ‘Very, sir,’ was the reply. 
‘Given sufficient fuel, some essential spares and some time at night 
to do maintenance on them.’ Slim seemed unconvinced. ‘You had 
better be right,’ he growled. 19 When it came to efficiency, the other¬ 
wise affable ‘Uncle Bill’ could be a hard driver. He told Hasted at the 
start of the operation that he wanted 500 tons of supplies delivered 
down the Chindwin in two months’ time. Hasted produced a familiar 
14 th Army cliche: ‘The difficult we will do at once; the impossible will 
take a little longer . . . For these miracles we like a month’s notice.’ 
‘You’re lucky/ Slim replied. ‘You’ve got two.’ 20 Hasted, as ever, 
performed brilliantly. Cutting down teak, using elephants to haul logs 
to the riverside and using a variety of boatmaking skills, by May 1945 
he had built 541 new raffs. This was important, as in the latter stages 
of the march on Meiktila, 4 Corps was to be supplied by river from 
Myingyan, near Pakkoku and at the confluence of the Chindwin and 
the Irrawaddy. 

Messervy took some time assembling his corps for the secret march, 
since when Slim told him about EXTENDED CAPITAL on 18 
December, almost none of his regiments was at the jump-off zone - 
with the Africans at Imphal and 7 Indian Division at Kohima. Finally 
the great trek south began on 19 January. The campaign that followed 
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to seize both Meiktila and Mandalay had three stages for each corps: 
the operations en route to the Irrawaddy; the crossing of the mighty 
river; and the two great battles that followed on either front. It will 
be convenient to follow the fortunes of 33 Corps (2,19 and 20 Divisions) 
first, since on their sustained and continuous aggression the success 
or failure of Slim’s great bluff would depend. The first steps were 
taken on 3 December when a brigade of 20 Division crossed the 
Chindwin with little opposition - perhaps surprisingly, since the east 
bank of the river was thick jungle covering steep hills and ridges. On 
19 December 2 Division relieved the brigade and began the push 
towards Shwebo, the initial target, 40 miles north-west of Mandalay. 
Major General ‘Pete’ Reese commanding 19 Division meanwhile left 
the Sittang bridgehead, aiming for Pinlebu and Pinbon; it was this 
division’s rapid progress in the first few days that convinced Slim the 
enemy had no intention of fighting on the Shwebo plain. 21 After taking 
Wuntho on 19 December, 19 Division clocked up an amazing 200-mile 
advance in 20 days through difficult terrain from the Chindwin by 23 
March. Both 2 and 20 Division were also accelerating as they converged 
on Yeu and Monywa. Their advance was from Mawlaik and Kalewa, 
through an undefended Pyingaing on 23 December, sweeping aside a 
Japanese rearguard at the end of the month and then sending a mech¬ 
anised column to secure the Kabu weir on the Shwebo plain, which 
the Japanese had planned to blow up. On 2january 2 Division reached 
Yeu and crossed the Mu river; engineers then built a bridge so that 
other detachments, especially 268 Tank Brigade, could follow. 22 Now 
2 Division and 19 Division raced each other for Shwebo. Advance 
patrols were in the outskirts by 7 January. As they proceeded, each 
division built airstrips at 50-mile intervals, to land supplies and evacu¬ 
ate the wounded. Constant bridge-building was also a feature; 
between January and April it is estimated that 14 th Army built 145 
bridges. 23 Finally 19 Division narrowly won the race for Shwebo, with 
a disappointed 2 Division trooping in on 9 January. Japanese opposi¬ 
tion here was light; only 58 enemy dead and ten prisoners were 
recorded. 24 

From Shwebo, 19 Division turned east to the Irrawaddy and 
prepared to cross at two places north-west of Mandalay, forever trying 
to keep a high profile so that Kimura always believed Mandalay was 
the British Holy Grail. Once the Anglo-Indians neared the Irrawaddy, 
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the hostilities intensified: there was particularly bitter fighting at 
Kabwet on the west bank on 25 January, where 2 Royal Berkshires lost 
100 men in a five-day running battle. 25 To the west, 20 Division pounded 
both Budalin and Monywa, the last riverside port on the Chindwin, 
but got bogged down by tough resistance from Japanese 33 Division 
and had to call up rocket strikes from the air force. Two hundred 
planes flew three days of non-stop missions on 18-20 January before 
20 Indian Division subdued the port on 22 January. 26 Myinmu fell next 
day, but not before some bloody combat with a large party of Japanese 
who were trying to cross the river. After resisting stubbornly and being 
close to annihilation, the Japanese survivors committed suicide by 
walking into the river to drown. 27 Opposition had been tough on the 
west bank of the Irrawaddy, but essentially Kimura had failed to stop 
the British in the Chindwin-Irrawaddy loop. He was not especially 
anxious, since his main effort was reserved for destroying the enemy 
during the river crossing or when they landed on the east bank. But 
first there was something of a lull, as Slim slowed 33 Corps down so 
as to give river transport and airlift priority to 4 Corps in the south. 
He had to time the two different crossings of the Irrawaddy perfectly. 
If 4 Corps appeared on the east bank too soon, Kimura would spot 
the danger and move his reserves to Meiktila; but if 4 Corps crossed 
too late, he might already have defeated 33 Corps with the local prepon¬ 
derance of force he enjoyed and prevented the diversionary attack on 
Mandalay. 28 The progress of 4 Corps was smoother than that of 33 
Corps and they encountered only light opposition. On 28 January they 
took Pauk and on 3 February Messervy ordered the attack on Pakkoku 
on the west bank, with diversions made at Chauk and Pagan - all to 
make the enemy think a crossing would be attempted at Pakkoku. 
There was another calculated piece of deception in the form of a 
simulated crossing at Seikpyu opposite Chauk, using 28 th East African 
Brigade, complete with a dummy parachute drop and maps showing 
Yenangyaung as the objective. The Africans arrived at Seikpyu on 8 
February with much fanfare and hullabaloo, drawing a counterattack 
as planned. 29 Kimura learned of these activities, but, relying on past 
intelligence, assumed it was irregulars like the Lushai Brigade trying 
to distract him from concentrating farther north. 

Slim now faced the great, and some thought insuperable task: the 
crossing of the Irrawaddy by two corps at different points on the river. 
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In the north, where 33 Corps had to make the traverse, Kimura was 
supremely confident, with eight divisions plus one and a third divi¬ 
sions of Bose's Indian National Army; even if Slim could put five 
divisions into the field against him, he should have the edge. Then 
there was the obstacle of the mighty river itself. One of the great 
rivers of the world, 1,300 miles long and navigable for 1,000 miles of 
its length, the waters were at their lowest level injanuary and February 
but would rise dramatically in March-September with the heavy rains. 
The current that 33 Corps would have to contend with was just 1-2 
mph in strength (as against 6 mph in high season), but against this 
was the stark geographical fact that the river was 2,000 yards wide 
where they intended to cross, and 4,000 yards wide at the confluence 
with the Chindwin, where 4 Corps would be operating. 30 The Japanese 
had no intention of defending all 200 miles of the river at the battle 
front, even if they had had the colossal manpower this would take, 
but sensibly concentrated on the most likely crossing spots. Though 
short of planes with which to devastate the enemy actually during 
the traverse, Kimura was confident he could destroy whatever units 
got across. Slim, on the other hand, suffered from a dire shortage of 
equipment; with so few boats, his men had to cross ‘on a couple of 
bamboos and a bootlace'. As he remarked: ‘I do not think any modern 
army has attempted the opposed crossing of a great river with so 
little.' 31 Juggling the shortage of boats with the problem of timing, 
Slim decided that he should concentrate on getting 4 Corps across 
before landing the entire 33 Corps on the other side, as the chance of 
major debacles was high while 4 Corps, the vital force for the successful 
outcome of the campaign, remained on the west bank. He also resolved 
that the crossing by 4 Corps should be made in a concentrated span 
of time, as against the piecemeal traverse of 33 Corps. 

Arriving early at the Irrawaddy because of their rapid progress 
through the Chindwin-Irrawaddy loop, 33 Corps spent a month getting 
across the Irrawaddy. In order to convince Kimura that Mandalay was 
his objective, Slim sent his divisions across in both a westerly and a 
northerly direction, indicating a pincer movement on Mandalay. 
Coming from the north, 19 Division began its crossing on the night 
of 14-15 January around Kyaukmyaung, 20 miles south of Thabeikkyin. 
The Japanese were slow to respond, and not until the 17 th did they 
realise that a serious passage of the river was afoot. While they massed 
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for the counterattack, 64 Brigade established a bridgehead, just in time 
to receive the first wave of a ferocious onslaught that saw vicious 
hand-to-hand fighting going on all night on 20-21 January. This was 
now to be the pattern: every single traverse of the Irrawaddy would 
be met with concentrated force. But Slim took comfort from the tardy 
Japanese response: ‘The Japanese, confused by the numerous feints 
and patrol crossings elsewhere, had not been quick to decide which 
were the real crossings, and even then they took some time to concen¬ 
trate against them.' 32 At first it was thought that the whole of 4 Corps 
was crossing, for the transfer of divisions between the two corps 
certainly had its obfuscating effect on the Japanese. The thrust from 
the north by 19 Division was also helped by a major blunder on 
Kimura's part, as he read the crossings as an attempt by the division 
to link up with 36 Division, still operating in the north in the former 
Stilwell domain from Bhamo to Lashio. Even so, Kimura pressed the 
two brigades now on the east bank very hard with his 15 th and 33 rd 
Divisions. His attempts to destroy the bridgehead were blunted by 
the common Japanese error of launching their troops piecemeal as 
they arrived instead of building up for a single, devastating onslaught. 
For three weeks 19 Division withstood everything that was thrown at 
them - massive artillery barrages, suicide squads, infiltration forces. 33 
Very gradually, as the corpses of the attackers piled up, the attacks 
began to lose their bite, and at the beginning of February, there was 
a lull of two days and two nights. Sensing the pulse of the enemy 
attack weakening, Slim seized the moment and got his tanks across 
the river, ready for the breakout. After the lull, the enemy resumed 
their attacks, but they were no longer pressed with the same elan as 
before. Bit by bit the British were growing stronger and the enemy 
weaker. Slim visited the precarious bridgehead and found his men 
exhausted but in good heart. ‘The fighting had been severe, the casu¬ 
alties to our men considerable, and the strain of fighting in these 
restricted places, with their backs to the river no light one.’ 34 

Since airpower was crucial to the successful British defence of the 
Kyaukmyaung bridgehead, the other divisions in 33 Corps had to an 
extent to mark time while 19 Division fought the enemy to a stand¬ 
still. After taking Yeu and Shwebo, Stopford and 2 Division had to 
wait for supplies from the Dimapur railhead, since all the airdrops 
were going to 19 Division. But as soon as Pete Reese's men were ready 
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to break out (n February), Slim ordered 20 Division across the 
Irrawaddy. They had reached the river at Myinmu on 22 January and 
paused, ready for the signal to traverse. Ordered to cross on the night 
of 12-13 February, they breasted 1,500 yards of river with strong currents 
running. Held up by partially submerged sandbanks, they landed virtu¬ 
ally unopposed and achieved almost total surprise. Once again it took 
the Japanese time to react, and their real counterattack did not begin 
until the 15 th . 35 When they did move, the impact was devastating, for 
they struck with two weapons unusual for the Japanese: fighter planes 
and flame-throwers. Ferocious combat ensued, with the enemy at first 
trying to drive a wedge between the two brigades, but once again the 
Japanese made their old mistake of throwing in each new wave of 
reinforcements piecemeal instead of accumulating for a single devas¬ 
tating onslaught. The initially worrisome Zeros, strafing the eastern 
shore, were soon cleared away by vastly superior Allied airpower, and 
rocket-firing Hurricanes knocked out 13 enemy tanks in one day. 36 
Soon the Japanese were reduced to banzai attacks and suicide missions. 
Almost indescribably ferocious combat went on continuously during 
21-26 February; two Japanese battalions totalling 1,200 men lost an 
incredible 953 killed in these five days. It was some of the hardest 
fighting in the entire Burma campaign. It took three weeks of bitter 
bloodletting before 20 Division established its bridgehead. 37 The Allies 
now had two secure bridgeheads on the eastern shore, but Kimura 
still had some grounds for hope. It seemed that 14 th Army were over¬ 
whelmingly concentrated in the Chindwin-Irrawaddy loop, and the 
two bridgeheads were still some way from Mandalay, respectively 45 
miles north and 30 miles west of the city. The ‘battle of the Irrawaddy 
shore' had not gone according to expectations so far, but the British 
seemed bogged down on the banks of the river. There was reason to 
hope that if he recalled his forces from all other theatres and concen¬ 
trated them at Mandalay, he might still achieve a resounding 
eleventh-hour victory. When 2 Division crossed on the night of 24-25 
February at Ngazumi, to the east of 20 Division s bridgehead, they 
found their crossing bitterly contested and had a hard time of it. For 
a moment Slim’s optimism faltered: ‘The crossing, if not a failure, 
was near to becoming one.’ A strong recovery by 2 Division and a 
strange, faltering passivity by the enemy after the first onrush saw all 
of 2 Division safely across by 26 February. As Slim gleefully related: 
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‘Kimura was in fact pausing to regroup for a final effort on the 
Irrawaddy shore. He did not know it, but the real storm had not yet 
broken on him/ 38 

The crossing of the Irrawaddy by 4 Corps far to the south was even 
more of a saga. One of the intrinsic problems was that, like most 
large rivers, the Irrawaddy bore little resemblance to the blue waterway 
shown on maps. Each monsoon altered the channel and sandbanks, 
and accurate information about the river at any given point could be 
obtained only by divers and thus would risk alerting the enemy across 
the water. Even so, frogmen and SBS specialists were used to chart 
the only practicable channels. 39 The shortage of river craft and their 
inherent unreliability compounded the difficulty. Outboard engines 
on the boats proved only about 50 per cent reliable, and the shortage 
of boats meant that assault crossings had to be timed precisely, so that 
craft could be switched from one crossing site to another. 40 For all 
these reasons 7 Division would now have to make the longest river 
crossing in any theatre anywhere in World War II. Because of the 
sandbanks, the traverse would have to be oblique, and the crossing 
was therefore almost 2,000 yards long. After a hard fight for Pakkoku 
by 114 Brigade, which lasted for a week until 10 February (and was 
meant to convince the enemy that Slim intended to cross there), the 
various units made their way to the river by three different routes. 
The entire operation by 4 Corps was planned in four phases: first 
would be the assault crossing by 7 Division on the night of 13-14 
February and in silence, with landfall just above Nyaungu, where four 
beaches and the surrounding cliffs would be seized; then some battal¬ 
ions of 33 Brigade and some tanks would be ferried over ready for the 
assault on Meiktila; next would be a rapid advance from the bridge¬ 
head to take Nyaungu itself; and finally a new bridgehead at Nyaungu 
to take 17 Division across by the direct route. 41 The initial landfall 
would be three miles upstream from Pagan, the ancient capital of 
Burma, with its 1,200 red, white and gleaming gold pagodas and 
temples. 

Unfortunately phase one badly miscarried, possibly because 
Messervy had grown overconfident. 42 His boats proved inadequate to 
deal with the strong current, and an enemy machine gun opened up 
on the first men across, causing panic. A company of South Lancashires 
got across, but in the confusion the crossing was aborted and the 
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Lancashires were left high and dry on the far side. 43 As the British 
contemplated the inevitable massacre of their comrades, a boat arrived 
from the holy city of Pagan with two of Bose's INA men, or ‘Jiffs' as 
they were known to the Allies. Brandishing a white flag, the Jiffs told 
the British that the Japanese had abandoned their positions on the 
other side. When it was discovered that the Lancashires had not been 
attacked, the commanders recovered their wits and decided to rein¬ 
force them. A battalion of Punjabis crossed unopposed, and then 
another two, 44 while 33 Brigade dug in and improvised a bridgehead, 
expecting imminent enemy attack, but none came. On the 15 th , there¬ 
fore, there were more crossings, and by the 16 th the bridgehead had 
linked up with the Sikhs detailed to take Pagan. To general stupefac¬ 
tion, the surprise had been total; Japanese intelligence, as usual, had 
proved atrocious, and the feints at Pakkoku and Chauk completely 
successful. 45 On 16-17 February, 17 Division crossed, ready for the strike 
at Meiktila. Only on the 17 th did the Japanese launch savage counter¬ 
attacks on the bridgehead at Nyaungu, as they finally realised that the 
troop movements reported around Pagan were not quasi-touristic 
irregulars but two entire divisions. Beaten back by superior numbers, 
the Japanese dug in at Nyaungu town in a labyrinthine network of 
tunnels and catacombs. When repeated air strikes, rockets and even 
napalm could not shift these doughty defenders, the British solved the 
problem in a ruthless but effective way by sealing up the tunnels and 
burying them alive. 46 Pagan, defended only by the feckless INA, surren¬ 
dered without a fight. Victorious on all fronts, Slim on one of his 
flying visits was able to revel in the beauty of Burma's ancient capital: 
‘Its 1200 temples, madder red or ghostly white, rise, some like fantastic 
pyramids or turreted fairy castles, others in tapering pagoda spires, 
from the sage green mass of trees against the changing pastel blues, 
reds and golds of sunrise. As a foreground flows the still dark yet 
living sweep of moving water.' 47 

Both Slim's 14 th Army corps were now across the Irrawaddy and 
he dominated the river along a 200-mile front from a point about 20 
miles south of Pakkoku to Thabeikkyin, north of Mandalay. He had 
put five divisions across one of the widest rivers in the world in the 
teeth of enemy opposition. What he had achieved was terrific and 
fantastic. As his biographer points out: 
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It serves to emphasise his achievement if one draws a contrast with 
Montgomery’s advantage at the Rhine crossing [a virtually simulta¬ 
neous event]. Behind his 21 Army Groups lay the vast and efficient road 
and rail network of North-West Europe. He had airborne divisions on 
his immediate front. His technical equipment - the continuous smoke¬ 
screen, amphibious vehicles, etc. - was lavish and up-to-date. An 
enormous artillery pool, rich in ammunition, gave him unlimited 
support. Compared with the Irrawaddy, the Rhine is narrow and its 
behaviour readily calculable . 48 

A portrait of Slim at this moment of triumph has been provided 
by the popular writer George MacDonald Fraser: 

The biggest boost to morale was the burly man who came to talk to 
the assembled battalion [of the Border Regiment] . . . I’m not sure 
when, but it was unforgettable. Slim was like that: the only man I’ve 
ever seen who had a force that came out of him, a strength of person¬ 
ality that I’ve puzzled over since . . . His appearance was plain enough: 
large, heavily built, grim-faced with that hard mouth and bulldog chin; 
the rakish Gurkha hat was at odds with the slung carbine and untidy 
trouser bottoms . . . Nor was he an orator . . . His delivery was blunt, 
matter-of-fact, without gestures or mannerisms, only a lack of them. 

He knew how to make an entrance - or rather, he probably didn’t, and 
it came naturally . . . there was no nonsense of 'gather round’ or 
jumping on boxes; he just stood with his thumb hooked in his carbine 
sling and talked about how we had caught Jap off-balance and were 
going to annihilate him in the open; there was no exhortation or ringing 
cliches, no jokes or self-conscious use of barrack-room slang - when 
he called the Japs ‘bastards’ it was casual and without heat. He was 
telling us informally what would be, in the reflective way of intimate 
conversation. And we believed every word - and it all came true. I 
think it was that sense of being close to us, as though he were chat¬ 
ting offhand to an understanding nephew (not for nothing was he 
‘Uncle Bill’) that was his great gift . . . You knew, when he talked of 
smashing the Jap, that to him it meant not only arrows on a map but 
clearing bunkers and going in under shell-fire; that he had the head of 
a general with the heart of a private soldier . 49 
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Between 18 and 21 February, the rearguard of 17 Division and the 
all-important 255 Tank Brigade were ferried across the river. The advance 
on Meiktila, 80 miles from the bridgehead, began on 21 February, with 
4 Corps dividing: most of 17 Division was aiming for Kamye and the 
rest for Seiktein, with a possible pincer movement on Taungtha in 
mind. The 63 rd Brigade rolled up the opposition, marched rapidly to 
Welaung and then took Taungtha on 24 February. There was heavy 
resistance at Oyin on 20 February, and in a vicious encounter 70 Rajputs 
and 200 Japanese were killed. It was noticed, however, that even though 
the enemy soldiers fought with all their old fanaticism, their actual 
fighting skills and tactics seemed below their 1944 level; this was read 
as demoralisation and, by the same token, gave an enormous fillip to 
the Anglo-Indians. 50 Thereafter the going became much tougher, since 
the whole of ‘Snipers' Triangle' between Welaung and Meiktila had to 
be cleared of suicide squads. Japanese tactics against the irresistible 
tanks were to hurl themselves under the tracks with a box of explo¬ 
sives, usually picric acid, attached to their chest, which would then be 
detonated, wiping out both the attacker and the entire tank and crew. 51 
The tanks found the going heavy, as they slid into dry ravine beds and 
clambered up the other side through clouds of dust; this was no longer 
jungle warfare but more like the desert kind. Eight miles from Meiktila, 
63 Brigade became snarled up in a bitter struggle to overcome the 
enemy in well-dug-in positions, but now Slim's prophecy about the 
efficacy of tanks in this kind of open country was fulfilled. 52 Cowan 
used his armour to punch (the pun is irresistible) his way to the airfield. 
The plan was to have a more successful kind of Myitkyina operation: 
Cowan would take the airstrip, while Messervy took the town. Slim 
was pleased with the way things were working out. As he remarked 
grimly: ‘The Japanese had no experience of these massed armoured 
attacks and seemed quite incapable of dealing with them.’ 53 

But although the tanks had proved to be a veritable miracle weapon 
in the open country, at Meiktila itself the situation was different. As 
Cowan and Messervy closed in on this beautiful town with its elegant 
red-brick buildings, tree-lined avenues and villas set between two lakes, 
they found the local Japanese commander, General Kasuya, and his 
13,500-strong garrison determined to fight to the last. Kasuya’s elite 
troops, probably no more than 3,200 in all, were dug in in terrain 
unsuitable for tanks, under houses, in the banks of the lakes, in 
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concrete- and earth-covered timber-clad strongpoints and behind piled- 
up rice sacks. Meiktila was a good place to defend, as the approaches 
from west and south were along the lakes so that the entry roads were 
in effect causeways; and from the lakes ran deep irrigation channels 
and ditches. Slim's strategy was to take Meiktila quickly, then, when 
Kimura turned to deal with this new and unexpected threat, to hit 
him with all the might of 33 Corps. 54 It was a tense moment, as every 
division of 14 th Army was now committed along the Irrawaddy, all at 
the limits of Allied airpower and supply. Cowan surrounded the town, 
then laid down a heavy bombardment and artillery barrage before 
sending in the tanks on 1 March. The battle was watched by Slim 
himself, who insisted on being present, determined that Meiktila should 
not become another Myitkyina. The RAF refused to fly him in on a 
‘dangerous and foolhardy mission but the Americans were more insou¬ 
ciant and a B-25 of the USAAF got him to the front. 55 

Cowan's armoured onrush was countered by a stubborn Japanese 
defence from a deep screen of mutually supporting bunkers and forti¬ 
fied houses, using heavy artillery, machine guns and anti-tank weapons. 
Resistance was as fanatical as anything the Allied armies had seen in 
three years of warfare: snipers, concealed in the most unlikely places, 
picked off dozens of infantrymen slowly making their way down the 
rubble-strewn streets. 56 Only very slow progress was made, and at 
dusk Cowan pulled out his tanks, ready for a fresh start in the morning. 
Next morning the slaughterous duel of tank versus bunker recom¬ 
menced, with the same pattern of methodical, house-by-house, almost 
inch-by-inch, combat. The entire town seemed one enormous booby 
trap, with every house a strongpoint, every water channel containing 
its own hidden bunker, every ruined building or pile of bricks 
concealing a sniper, and every heap of rubble another anti-tank gun 
or machine gun. The implacable battle raged for three whole days. 
Japanese 75 mm guns engaged the Anglo-Indian tanks and infantry at 
point-blank range but were gradually and painfully eliminated one by 
one. 57 Six p.m. on 3 March saw the end of the fighting in the centre 
of the town, when the last 50 Japanese left on their feet committed 
mass suicide by running into the lake and drowning. In the outer envi¬ 
rons of the town there were the same terrible scenes of bloodshed, 
the same determined resistance and identical savage slaughter during 
the ensuing days (4-5 March). 
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Slim hailed the capture of Meiktila in four days as a magnificent feat 
of arms that in effect sealed the fate of the Japanese in Burma. The 
slaughter was terrific. The Japanese had been determined to go down 
fighting, and even their sick and wounded left their hospital beds to 
make a last-ditch stand armed only with sharpened bamboo poles. The 
official body count spoke of over 2,000 Japanese dead in the town 
centre and 47 prisoners taken, but their fatalities were far higher, because 
large numbers of them had been buried alive in underground tunnels 
and bunkers, the ruins and the rubble concealed other corpses, many 
suicides had crawled away to make an end, and the lake continued to 
disgorge bodies for weeks afterwards. Slim himself testified to 876 
Japanese dead in a single area of town just 200 yards long and 100 
wide. 58 Too late Kimura saw how he had been hoodwinked and diverted 
large portions of the army he had been preparing to repel 33 Corps in 
a desperate attempt to retake Meiktila. The victorious British found 
themselves besieged, but Slim was as confident of the outcome as he 
had been at Kohima-Imphal. Kimura would have needed massive slices 
of luck to retrieve the situation, and even though he dispatched formi¬ 
dable forces to the siege of Meiktila, they arrived piecemeal, from many 
different directions and many different formations. Slim meanwhile 
could bask in the superior morale of his victorious troops, the fact that 
the Japanese were trying to counterattack on terrain that overwhelm- 
ingly favoured the British, and most of all, his massive air superiority. 
Incessant Allied air attacks played havoc with enemy communications, 
and Slim's efficient signals corps was able to pinpoint the various 
Japanese headquarters, which were relentlessly bombed. Forced to 
observe radio silence so as not to call down this aerial wrath, the 
Japanese found themselves unable to communicate effectively with 
their commanders in the field. Additionally, Cowan sent out armoured 
formations to assail and harass incoming Japanese regiments so that 
they could not coordinate with their colleagues and form up into a 
cohesive force. 59 Nevertheless, Kimura's counteroffensive was deadly 
and vicious and came uncomfortably close to an unlikely success. His 
obvious target was the airfield, the vital artery that supplied the 
defenders. From 6 to 12 March the Japanese probes in this area were 
ineffective, but after 12 March they became much more serious, making 
ingenious use of anti-tank weapons, mines and ‘human mines' - suicide 
fighters crouched in foxholes who would detonate 100 kilo aircraft 
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bombs when a tank rolled overhead. After three weeks of remorseless 
attrition, the Japanese were close enough to the airfield that Allied 
flights had to cease; thereafter there was no supply, no reinforcements 
and no evacuation of the wounded. 60 

Slim hit back in two main ways. First, he committed his remaining 
reserves, 5 Indian Division, which arrived by air on 17 March - just 
before the suspension of flights. 61 Then he ordered Messervy to take 
Myingyan, the vital riverhead on the Chindwin, which would allow 
large-scale riverine supply. Myingyan proved a tough nut to crack, and 
a first assault failed, but it finally fell on 18 March, the day after the 
reserves arrived, though the British had to survive another four days 
of banzai charges and suicide attacks before their position there was 
secure. Once Myingyan was open, 14 th Corps engineers and pioneers 
began constructing wharves, bridges and new roads, and soon there 
was another supply line to Meiktila. The Japanese hit back by 
temporarily severing the communications with the Nyaungu bridge¬ 
head, but their attempts to retake Nyaungu and Chauk failed, mainly 
because Bose's much-vaunted INA proved to have no stomach for a 
fight against their tougher compatriots. 62 Despite titanic efforts on all 
fronts in the circular siege of Meiktila, the Japanese just lacked that 
last ounce of resources and self-belief that might have secured victory 
even against enormous odds. The confusion in the Japanese high 
command did not help. Kimura had put Lieutenant General Honda 
Masaki in charge of retaking Meiktila, but Honda considered his 
mission both impossible and pointless; he thought the Imperial Army 
should regroup for a sustained defence farther south. 63 Eventually, on 
29 March, the Japanese abandoned the hopeless task of recapturing 
Meiktila. Sheer logic, and even basic arithmetic, dictated the decision. 
By the end of that month the Japanese had destroyed 50 British tanks 
and inflicted 300 casualties, but in the same period had sustained 2,500 
casualties and had 50 big guns destroyed. This meant that to knock 
out one tank they would need one gun and 50 men; to retake Meiktila 
they would need 5,000 men and 100 guns, but they had just 20 guns 
and half the required number of effectives. Finally Kimura's chief of 
staff, Tanaka Shinichi, visited the headquarters of 33 Japanese Army 
and on his own responsibility ordered 33 Army to disengage and cover 
the retreat of the Japanese 15 th Army. 64 The battle for Meiktila was 
finally and conclusively over. 
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Once Kimura shifted his resources to meet the new threat at 
Meiktila, Slim ordered a general advance on Mandalay by 33 Corps, 
and on 26 February the three divisions in the corps began their breakout 
from the bridgeheads. The battle for Mandalay was always going to 
be a tough one, even though the Japanese commander there, Major 
General Yamamoto Seiei, like Honda Masaki at Meiktila, thought its 
defence pointless, something he was commanded to perform purely 
for the city’s prestige value. Interestingly, Slim shared this view, 
remarking that Mandalay was a news item but not a strategic target. 65 
The two strong points were Mandalay Hill and Fort Dufferin. Mandalay 
Hill was a great rock rising steeply from the plain to a height of nearly 
800 feet, and dominated the north-eastern quarter of the city. Its steep 
sides were covered with temples and pagodas - it was something of 
a mini-Pagan, in fact - but the Japanese had honeycombed them with 
machine-gun nests. Pete Reese, to his great credit, refused to order 
bombers to pound the sacred places but ordered them taken by the 
infantry. Many observers contrasted his scrupulousness with the philis¬ 
tine and barbaric approach of the American troops at Monte Cassino 
in Italy. 66 On 8 March 19 Indian Division began its cautious advance 
towards the hill, and on the 9 th was engaged in heavy fighting with 
Japanese fighters concealed in cellars on the lower slopes. The Anglo- 
Indians proceeded up the flanks on 10-n March, painfully winkling 
out and then exterminating the enemy among the Buddhist temples. 
As so often, the main opposition came from sharpshooters and elite 
units in tunnels, which the grim-faced attackers dealt with by pouring 
barrels of tar, petrol and oil into the access points and then igniting 
them with tracer bullets. 67 Fort Dufferin was a much tougher propos¬ 
ition. A great rectangular walled enclosure, containing one and a 
quarter square miles of parkland, dotted with official residences, 
barracks and office blocks, it also boasted the royal palace of Theebaw, 
the last Burmese king. Essentially a medieval castle, with crenellated 
walls 2,500 yards long and 30 feet high, faced with thick brickwork 
and backed by earth embankments 70 feet wide at their base, the fort 
was protected in front of the thick wall by a 75-yard-wide moat, with 
the water crossed by railway and road bridges. By any standards it 
was a formidable obstacle to an army in a hurry. 

After the inevitable slog through the city of Mandalay, beset by 
snipers all the way and with the tanks in response blasting at anything 
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that moved, the attackers completely surrounded the fort on 15 March. 
Many observers thought that the ensuing siege was like something 
out of the Middle Ages, although old Indian army hands inclined to 
analogies drawn from the Indian Mutiny. 68 Huge guns were brought 
up to breach the walls, rafts and scaling ladders prepared, while aerial 
bombardment with 500 lb bombs opened up gaps in the walls but 
could not even put a dent in the great bank of earth. The scale of the 
problem soon became apparent: howitzers could make no impression 
on the defences, while the RAF bombardment, though causing 
damage, did little to shake the resolve of the defenders; the air force 
even sent in bombers equipped with the 2,000 lb skipping bombs used 
on the ‘dambusters’ raid on the Mohne dam in the Ruhr in 1943, but 
to no effect. On 16-17 March, attacks on the north-western and north¬ 
eastern sections of the wall were beaten off with heavy loss, and on 
the 18 th and 19 th four separate attempts to cross the moat failed badly. 69 
Finally the Mitchell bombers did manage to bounce one bomb off the 
moat on to the walls and tore open a 15-foot hole, but Slim, who 
arrived to witness this battle just as he had at Meiktila, decided a direct 
assault would be far too costly. Slim was minded to bypass the fort 
and press on south, but Reese persuaded him to wait for the results 
of a commando attack through the sewers. This was just about to be 
launched, on 20 March, when the Japanese suddenly appeared with 
white flags. 70 Although 19 Division had borne the brunt of the fighting, 
2 and 20 Divisions had also played an honourable part, so Slim decided 
that there would be a formal ceremony, something like a Roman 
triumph, in which all three divisions would take part. These arrange¬ 
ments were made without any reference to Mountbatten and Leese, 
who were both angry and resentful when told. The reaction of 14 th 
Army to this peevishness was a metaphorical shrug of the shoulders. 
One of Slim's aides wrote waspishly: 'It was apparently resented that 
those who were actually responsible had taken the credit.’ 71 

The victories at Mandalay and Meiktila (especially the latter), as 
Kimura later admitted, were the masterpiece of Allied strategy in the 
battle for Burma, which ensured Slim’s final triumph over the 
Japanese. 72 Slim’s encirclement of Kimura by the brilliant march on 
Meiktila was both a triumph of logistics and a tour de force of mili¬ 
tary imagination. As a piece of pure deception it can be rated, as 
Slim’s biographer argues, ahead even of the concealment of the 6 th 
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Panzer Army in the Ardennes before the Battle of the Bulge, or the 
disinformation that convinced the Wehrmacht that there was a huge 
Allied army in south-east England under General Patton, ready to 
cross to the Pas de Calais - one of the ruses that allowed the D-Day 
OVERLORD landings to succeed . 73 It is also true that the Japanese 
colluded in their own destruction by their certainty that no Anglo- 
Indian army could reach Meiktila by any but the conventional route 
- a certainty so adamantine that Field Marshal Count Terauchi, 
commander-in-chief of the entire South-East Asian theatre, actually 
transferred Japanese 2 Division from Meiktila to Indochina just before 
Cowan and Messervy struck. Yet to characterise Slim's achievement 
at Meiktila and on the Irrawaddy as mere deception is subtly to down¬ 
grade his brilliance. There are solid grounds for asserting that when 
all due allowances have been made, and mutatis mutandis (for until the 
twentieth century most battles were one-day or at least two-day affairs), 
Slim's encirclement of the Japanese on the Irrawaddy deserves to rank 
with the great military achievements of all time - Alexander at 
Gaugamela in 331 bc , Hannibal at Cannae (216 bc ), Julius Caesar at 
Alesia (58 bc ), the Mongol general Subudei at Mohi (1241) or Napoleon 
at Austerlitz (1805). The often made - but actually ludicrous - compar¬ 
ison between Montgomery and Slim is relevant here. Although unkind 
critics say that Kohima-Imphal was a mere matter of slugging attri¬ 
tion, where even a mediocre general enjoying Slim's superiority in 
manpower, artillery, resources and airpower would have prevailed, 
exactly the same thing could be said, a fortiori, about Montgomery's 
over-hyped victory at Alamein in November 1942. Even if we allow 
Alamein and Kohima-Imphal to be achievements at the same level, 
there is no Montgomery equivalent of the Irrawaddy campaign. His 
one attempt to prove himself a master of the war of movement - 
Operation MARKETGARDEN against Arnhem - was a signal and 
embarrassing failure. Montgomery was a military talent; Slim was a 
military genius. 

It was typical of the modest and unassuming Slim that he never 
sought to claim all the credit for his great victory. He was lavish in 
his praise of his field commanders and said of ‘Punch' Cowan: ‘To 
watch a highly skilled, experienced and resolute commander control¬ 
ling a hard-fought battle is to see, not only a man triumphing over 
the highest mental and physical stress, but an artist producing his 
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effects in the most complicated and difficult of all the arts.' 75 Slim 
always made a point of mentioning everyone who played a part in 
his victories: engineers, lorry drivers, boffins, back-room boys, even 
paper-pushers. Most of all he constantly stressed the importance of 
airpower and was impatient with those, like Churchill, who tried to 
airbrush this factor out of victory in Burma (presumably, mainly, 
because the Prime Minister did not want to have to acknowledge the 
contribution of American airpower). 76 There was always very close 
rapport between Slim and Baldwin on one hand and Stratemeyer on 
the other. During EXTENDED CAPITAL, Allied air forces flew 7,000 
sorties a day to sustain the offensive, and by April, 90 per cent of 14 th 
Army's supplies (or 1,200 tons a day) were provided by air. 77 It was 
particularly crucial, after Wedemeyer's unforgivable withdrawal of the 
75 aircraft in December, that a much greater American, General 'Hap' 
Arnold, made another 145 transport planes available; without these, 
EXTENDED CAPITAL could not have succeeded. Unlike Churchill, 
Slim had no narrow, chauvinistic concerns about acknowledging the 
huge contribution of his major ally: 75% of the 88,500 tons that reached 
14 th Army in March and 70% of the 80,000 tons supplied in April came 
from the USAAF/ 8 

The nearer 14 th Army got to Rangoon, the more salient the issue 
of air supply, which was why Christison and the 12 th Army had been 
assigned the task of conquering the Arakan peninsula and the offshore 
islands in the Bay of Bengal, to bring Rangoon within easy range 
of Allied aircraft. Their offensive opened on 12 December 1944 
and achieved the capture of Akyab by 2 January 1945. Thereafter 
Christison's advance slightly bogged down. A terrible battle for 
Kangaw, involving sanguinary hand-to-hand fighting, went on from 
22 January to 2 February before the Japanese were subdued. 79 The 
island of Cheduba was occupied without opposition, but Ramree 
island, 50 miles long, 20 miles wide and fringed by miasmal mangrove 
swamps, took longer than expected to succumb. The first landings 
took place on 21 January, but as Slim reported: ‘It was not until six 
weeks later that the last enemy fugitives fell victims to the naval 
patrols - and the sharks - as they attempted in small craft or on rafts 
to reach the mainland.' 80 After mopping up in northern and central 
Arakan, Christison had to seize a bridgehead at Taungup prior to 
opening up the Taungup-Prome road before the monsoon. However, 
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by the time Slim was advancing south from Mandalay and Meiktila, 
the all-weather airfields at Akyab, Cheduba and Ramree islands were 
either in full operation or close to it. 

The Arakan campaign was essentially a sideshow for Slim, but events 
on the Chinese front in the north were altogether more ominous and 
could conceivably have derailed his entire strategy At the beginning 
of the year the omens were propitious. On 27 January 1945 came the 
historic moment when X-force, now under General Sultan, driving 
the Japanese before them up the Burma road to the border with China, 
made contact with their comrades in Y-force pushing south under 
General Sun. 81 Sultan and Sun were supposed to be cooperating to 
take some of the pressure off Slim, and at first this seemed to be 
working out, for Y-force took Lashio on 7 March, while Sultan's forces 
occupied Hsipaw, 35 miles south-west of Lashio but, more significantly, 
just 100 miles from Mandalay, where 33 Corps was even then pulverising 
Fort Dufferin. 82 Meanwhile Colonel Lewis Pick reported to Sultan that 
the Ledo road had been cut through to Bhamo to meet the Burma 
road and was at last open. The first overland convoy, of 113 vehicles, 
from India to China left Ledo on 12 January and arrived at the Chinese 
border 16 days later, having covered 478 miles from Ledo; it then ate 
up the remaining 566 miles to Kunming on the Burma road in another 
eight days. 83 This should have meant the end of the Hump, but the 
aerial route was not closed until November 1945, and in July, 71,042 
tons of supplies were still being flown to China by that route. Stilwell 
was proved right about the Hump as about so much else. Given that 
1,074 planes and their crew were lost on this perilous trans-Himalayan 
passage - or roughly one plane for every day the Hump was open - 
it was sheer madness for the USA to have supplied Chiang by this 
route without asking anything in return. 84 In any case, suddenly all 
the sweetness and light on the Chinese front became the blackest dark¬ 
ness. Wedemeyer, whose idea of diplomacy was to give Chiang 
whatever he wanted without demur, backed the generalissimo when 
without warning on 23 February he ordered the immediate return of 
all Chinese and American forces operating under the NC AC umbrella. 
The direct consequence was that any chance of Slim using Sultan's 
forces for the advance on Rangoon were gone, but even worse, Kimura 
could now withdraw all Chinese forces in the north for the campaign 
against Slim in central and south Burma; there were at least 6,000 
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unscathed Japanese soldiers in the hills of the Shan states. Slim 
responded by asking for the use of British 36 th Division, which had 
been operating in the north with NCAC forces; fortunately Leese 
made no difficulty about this. 85 

Yet the real threat to EXTENDED CAPITAL at the exact point 
when the struggle for Meiktila was just beginning was Chiang’s demand 
that all his troops be flown out immediately in US planes of the 10 th 
Air Force nominally designated for his use; if complied with, this 
demand would derail Slim's entire strategy. Slim appealed to 
Mountbatten, who urgently contacted Churchill, who in turn contacted 
Marshall. The US army chief made the statesmanlike decision that 
the aircraft Slim needed would not be withdrawn until 1 June or the 
fall of Rangoon, whichever was the sooner. 86 The crisis came as an 
annoying distraction for Mountbatten, who was enjoying his wife's 
visit to him, going to see George Formby shows in Bombay and acting 
like an aerial sightseer as he observed Slim's troops advancing from 
the Chindwin. 87 Mountbatten decided that a visit to Chungking to 
beard the generalissimo in his lair was imperative. Wedemeyer, alarmed 
that his erstwhile boss would learn the extent to which his former 
deputy had double-crossed him with Chiang, hurriedly arranged an 
‘urgent' meeting in Washington that he and Ambassador Hurley had 
to attend. When Mountbatten suggested that he postpone his visit 
until his American ‘friends' got back to China, the machiavellian 
Wedemeyer replied that Chiang would take umbrage if Mountbatten 
did not make the visit as arranged. 88 No longer with any illusions 
about the generalissimo, Mountbatten did not enjoy his trip to 
Chungking. Chiang insulted his intelligence by trying the same nonsens¬ 
ical blandishments that had worked temporarily in 1943. When 
Mountbatten cut through this brusquely and asked why he had issued 
his unhelpful orders, Chiang replied that he was unwilling for Chinese 
troops to fight south of Mandalay. That would make Slim's task very 
difficult, Mountbatten pointed out. That was his problem, said Chiang. 
Why did he not just rest content with Mandalay? 89 Testily Mountbatten 
pointed out the obvious, that it was no longer a question of fighting 
south of Mandalay but fighting anywhere in Burma, since the gener¬ 
alissimo was recalling all his troops to China. It would be better, 
therefore, he added with asperity, for the Chinese to depart as soon 
as possible - the British were tired of the expense of feeding them - 
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and leave the rest of South-East Asia to the Supreme Commander. 
That did not suit the dog-in-the-manger Chiang either; he did not 
want the British in Siam or Indochina since he considered that his 
sphere of influence. 90 The exasperated Mountbatten was reduced to 
making notes in his diary about the superior charm (but lesser beauty) 
of Madame Sun Yat-sen as compared with her sister. 91 He was also 
far from happy to learn that the old American suspicion of the British 
Empire was alive and well even among his so-called friends. General 
Raymond Wheeler told him that he backed Wedemeyer and Hurley 
completely in their desire to abandon Burma, while Sultan was on 
record as having said that the precarious Anglo-American entente 
would fracture completely if the British conquered Burma and pressed 
on to Malaya. 92 Similar suspicions were entertained towards French 
colonialism. When Mountbatten recommended involving the French 
in the reconquest of Indochina, the Americans declared themselves 
totally opposed. The egregious Wedemeyer even tried to turn the 
conflict between Chiang and his US advisers on one hand and the 
British on the other into an excuse for self-pity: in a typical piece of 
over-the-top Wedemeyer rhetoric, he complained that he was subject 
to snarls from both the lion and the dragon. 93 

None of this was of much interest to Slim, now that he had the 
assurance of the airpower he needed to complete the drive to Rangoon. 
He was full of confidence, knowing that the campaign was essentially 
won but aware that there must be much more vicious fighting before 
he could enter Rangoon. The casualties at the two battles of Meiktila 
and Mandalay had been relatively light on the British side - just 10,000 
for the entire 14 th Army 94 - but against this Slim was aware that hence¬ 
forth he would be fighting with five divisions instead of the seven (5, 
7, 17, 2, 19, 20, 36) he disposed of in March during the struggle for 
Mandalay and Meiktila. The exhausted 2 nd Division was being returned 
to India, while 36 Division was too dependent on logistical support 
from the NCAC forces that had now been withdrawn to China; it 
was even conceivable that, fighting on just one front, the regrouped 
Japanese might enjoy local superiority in infantry. 95 Speed would be 
Slim's secret weapon - a rapid advance by motorised and armoured 
units over open country that would leave the enemy gasping. He tried 
out his ideas in March even while the battles for Meiktila and Mandalay 
were raging. He ordered Gracey and 20 Division to strike south at 
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the stricken Japanese 33 rd Army as it retreated to the Shan hills and 
Toungoo. Gracey and his men followed a line from Kyaukse to Meiktila, 
‘killing lavishly as they went’ 96 in a campaign reminiscent of General 
Phil Sheridan’s in the Shenandoah valley in 1864. They killed more 
than 3,000 Japanese and captured 50 guns, leaving the Japanese 33 rd 
Army as the flimsiest of paper tigers, down to just 8,000 men and a 
handful of guns. Meanwhile, immediately after the fall of Mandalay, 

19 Division struck south-east at Maymyo, the old summer capital of 
Burma set in the hills, and achieved total surprise, overwhelming the 
garrison and cutting the rail link between the Japanese in central Burma 
and those fighting the Chinese in the north. In 10 weeks of hard 
fighting since reaching the Irrawaddy the redoubtable 19 Division had 
killed 6,000 of the enemy. Kimura’s original fallback plan of trying to 
halt the British on a line running south-west from Kyaukse was in 
ruins. 97 Slim’s idea of sending out full brigades to harry and pester 
the enemy was bearing fruit: further prizes to come his way in March 
were the towns of Myotha and Wundwin. These fell to brigades of 

20 Division, which also took Kyaukse itself on 30 March. Slim paid 
eloquent testimony to these exploits: ‘This breakout of the 20 th Division 
was a spectacular achievement which only a magnificent division, 
magnificently led, could have staged after weeks of the heaviest defens¬ 
ive fighting.’ 98 In three weeks the division had cleaned out an area 45 
miles by 40, controlling a 50-mile stretch of the Rangoon-Mandalay 
railway; in their wake the Japanese had left behind 2,000 dead and 50 
guns. Finally 2 Division, the last across the Irrawaddy and soon to be 
retired to India, while not meeting the determined opposition 19 and 
20 Division had run into, was still held up by a series of stubborn 
enemy rearguard actions; nevertheless, by mid-March they had taken 
Kyauktalon, Myinthi and the Ava bridge. In sum, by the end of March 
both banks of the Irrawaddy from Mandalay to Chauk, plus the main 
road and railway route to Rangoon as far south as Wundwin, were 
securely in British hands. 99 

All eyes were now on Rangoon, 320 miles from Meiktila by rail and 
370 from Chauk via the Irrawaddy valley. With seven divisions Slim 
had originally planned a double advance by both itineraries, using a 
corps in each, but with his slimmed-down manpower he opted to 
concentrate on the railway route. The strike force would be led by 
Messervy and 4 Corps, but Slim detached a division west across the 
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hills to follow the course of the Irrawaddy south to Prome, whence 
another road and railway ran south to Rangoon. This task he gave to 
Montagu Stopford, whose 33 Corps was now in effect reduced to 20 
Division, since 2 Division was leaving and 19 Division had been assigned 
to Messervy. 100 Reese and Messervy were commanders after Slim's 
heart, but he seems to have experienced increasing difficulties with 
Stopford, whose assignment can in part be read as a form of relega¬ 
tion. Tension between the two had been noticed by Mountbatten on 
19 February, when Slim rather patronisingly remarked to the leader 
of 33 Corps: 'Well, goodbye Monty, good luck to your attack and don't 
make a balls of it.' 101 Stopford chafed under Slim's leadership and had 
one of his staff officers send a complaint to Mountbatten that he was 
being starved of supplies, bypassing Slim altogether. An angry Slim 
summoned him to Pagan for a tense interview, where Stopford 
convinced Slim he had never seen the offending paper with the 
complaints to SEAC. This may have been a classic case of telling the 
truth but not the whole truth. It was the only occasion hitherto when 
command relations in 14 th Army resembled the disastrous state of 
affairs in the Imperialjapanese army. 102 Slim assured a dejected Stopford 
that his depleted 33 Corps might still get to Rangoon ahead of Messervy. 
If the contretemps with Stopford introduced a sour note into the 
general atmosphere of 14 th Army triumphalism, this was counter¬ 
balanced by the good news that Aung San, leader of the anti-British 
Burmese National Army and generally considered a Japanese puppet 
and quisling, had fallen out with his masters and declared them the 
BNA's enemy. Slim was not convinced by Aung San's sudden enthu¬ 
siasm for the British and read his apostasy, correctly, as a simple 
calculation that they, not the Japanese, were going to win. Although 
foreseeing that Aung San and his army would be a major headache 
after liberation, Slim thought it was better to have them on his side; 
Mountbatten agreed. 103 

Another factor complicating the advance on Rangoon was the 
sudden, and final, revival of DRACULA. Even while Slim and the 14 th 
Army were achieving stunning victories in central Burma, the Supreme 
Commander was still not convinced this was the way to subdue the 
country, and continued to hanker after his perennial obsession - 
amphibious operations - which would, after all, make him, not Slim, 
the real conqueror of Burma. Never interested in such glory-hunting 
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demarcation disputes, Slim was in favour of a modified DRACULA, 
as he feared Kimura would pack Rangoon with suicide squads that 
would hold out until the monsoon, and could therefore do with all 
the help he could get. Yet inJanuary-February 1945, both Mountbatten 
and Leese, in a rare show of unanimity, agreed that they should be 
looking ahead to the reconquest of Singapore and therefore that the 
first target for a joint naval and airborne attack should be the island 
of Phuket; in a ridiculous pun, which works only through gross angli- 
cisation, a wag on Mountbatten s staff had dubbed the modified 
DRACULA ‘Operation ROGER 5 . 104 With an amphibious assault on 
Rangoon seemingly ruled out, Slim was more concerned by the 
calendar and the likely irruption of the monsoon in mid-May than by 
Japanese opposition, at any rate short of the capital city itself. When 
he ordered the advance south, the men of 14 th Army found the going 
tough. They were marching in intense humidity, crippling heat and 
savage pre-monsoon storms - always the harbinger of the main deluge 
to come. The change in weather as March merged into April made 
flying difficult and dangerous, with planes particularly liable to be 
thrown around in mountainous cumulus clouds. As Slim said over 
and over again, the role of the RAF and the USAAF in the final month 
of his campaign has never been fully recognised. The infantry and 
tanks fought a blitzkrieg war, seizing airstrips then passing on to allow 
aircraft to land in their rear, still cleaving to the original plan of building 
an airfield every 50 miles. 105 Suddenly it was announced that 14 th Army 
would not just be racing the monsoon to Rangoon but an amphibious 
operation as well. The British chiefs of staff unknowingly came to 
Slim’s assistance by deciding that the attack on Phuket island should 
not be attempted until the capture of Rangoon was accomplished fact. 
Reversing his earlier decision, on 2 April Mountbatten announced that 
the original DRACULA would take place after all, using a division of 
paratroops, and that the assault would take place no later than 5 May. 
Now 14 th Army had both the weather and the amphibious 15 Corps 
as competitors in the race for the Burmese capital. 106 

At first Slim planned to leave substantial enemy forces in his rear 
and mop up once Rangoon was taken, concentrating all his resources 
on a sustained dash south. In the light of the revised DRACULA, he 
changed his mind and decided to make 33 Corps responsible for what 
he called ‘Union Jack' sweeps diagonally across designated squares. 
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Doubtless Stopford thought his boss had been disingenuous in his 
earlier assurances of a fair crack at Rangoon. The Union Jack opera¬ 
tions saw 33 Division pitted against staunch and often fanatical 
resistance at Prome, Salim, Padan, Magwe, Yenangyaung, Allanmyo 
and at Mount Popa, where 500-600 crack Japanese troops made a 
heroic stand that took the British from the end of March to 19 April 
to overcome. 107 The encounters in all these places were all the more 
bitter as the originally retreating Japanese were joined by their 
comrades fleeing south after the rout in the Arakan. What made the 
‘Union Jack' operations so successful was the lightning speed of Slim's 
mechanised forces. On n April, one of the mechanised brigades was 
60 miles from Taungdwingyi but three days later took the enemy by 
surprise and seized the town. Similarly 7 Division's blitzkrieg caught 
the Japanese napping at Yenangyaung on 22 April, and this was a key 
target because of the oilfields. Slim was exultant: ‘The Japanese were 
bewildered by the speed, strength and direction of 20 th Division's thrust. 
Their whole plan for the defence of the oilfields had collapsed; even 
their retreat was cut off.' 108 Allanmyo fell to Stopford on 28 April, but 
on 1 May he was no farther south than Magwe, though with the road 
clear to advance south from Allanmyo to Prome and Rangoon. An 
unexpected bonus had come his way in mid-April when the pro-British 
Karens finally rose in open rebellion against the Japanese, further 
impeding enemy attempts to halt the dash to Rangoon. The Karens 
fought ferociously and mercilessly and in one guerrilla operation were 
estimated to have inflicted 4,000 casualties for the nugatory loss of 
just 70 irregular fighters. Altogether in the Karen hills Stopford esti¬ 
mated that his guerrilla allies were responsible for 10,000 casualties, 
more even than his own troops. 109 

While 33 Corps was performing such heroic ‘back-room' tasks, 

4 Corps began the dash south for Rangoon at the beginning of April, 
aware that to beat Mountbatten's DRACULA assault to the capital 
they would have to cover the 338 miles from Meiktila to Rangoon in 
35 days. The units involved in the great push were 17 Division, 

5 Division, 19 Division and 255 Tank Brigade. Slim aimed to smash 
through fast before the enemy could dig in at strongpoints. This 
worked well at Thazi, but around Pyabwe, 4 Corps ran into its first 
major obstacle. General Honda had built an impressive defensive line 
around Pyabwe and the surrounding villages, making them both 


440 



mutually supportive and self-supporting from arms dumps within the 
villages. The road south of Pyabwe was cut by 255 Tank Brigade and 
on 10 April, Messervy’s men attacked. The first assault failed against 
a heavily bunkered position around the waterworks, and a second 
took 12 hours of desperate close fighting to make any headway. Finally, 
in some of the most vicious and sanguinary hand-to-hand combat yet 
seen, 48 Brigade took the heavily defended railway station and railway 
embankment areas. 110 By dawn on 11 April, Pyabwe was in British 
hands, and 2,000 Japanese dead were counted in the town and 
surrounding villages. Slim noted grimly: 'For its size, Pyabwe was one 
of the most decisive battles of the Burma war. It shattered Honda’s 
army, but it did more, it settled the fate of Rangoon.’ 111 Further to the 
north, 99 and 48 Brigades became bogged down around Yindaw where, 
on 7 April, the Japanese had a 1,000-strong garrison dug in behind a 
lake, protected by water channels and earthen banks, and defences 
bristling with mines, barbed wire and anti-tank guns. For three days 
the British could make no impression, so finally Slim ordered the two 
brigades to break off the engagement and bypass it, leaving the next 
attack to 5 Division coming up behind them. It became clear that the 
enemy was determined to contest every mile of the route to Rangoon, 
for 5 Division had no sooner reached Yamethin, a short distance to 
the south of Pyabwe, than they were hit by a 400-strong suicide squad, 
which infiltrated the town at night and then dug in for a kind of terres¬ 
trial kamikaze. Once again the delay was effective, and it took a further 
three days to wipe the defenders out. 112 

Anxious about the relatively slow progress being made, Slim urged 
5 Division on at record speed to Shwemyo, which they entered on 16 
April, moving so fast that they caught the next would-be suicide squads 
only just starting to dig in. By nightfall on 16 April, 4 Corps’ vanguard 
was only 240 miles from Rangoon. Finding the next town on the 
railway line, Pyinmana, strongly defended, the armoured group 
bypassed it and seized the airfield at Lewe, 10 miles farther south, so 
that 5 Division could be resupplied by air. The next task was to dash 
for Toungoo, to get there before the Japanese could concentrate and 
dig in, and to seize the airfield that would bring Rangoon within 
range. 114 Moreover, in a worrying communication, Slim was informed 
that DRACULA was now definitely scheduled for 2 May because of 
bad weather forecast thereafter; this left 4 Corps just 11 days to cover 
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over 200 miles - about 20 miles a day - and the previously confidently 
quoted odds of 3-1 on for the corps to beat 15 Corps to Rangoon were 
now lengthened. Realising that he would have to take multiple short 
cuts now, and that in normal circumstances the Japanese could be 
expected to beat his men at Toungoo, Slim launched the Karen guer¬ 
rillas on them, with predictable consequences: ‘The Japanese, driving 
hard through the night down jungle roads to Toungoo, ran into ambush 
after ambush; bridges were blown ahead of them, their foraging parties 
massacred, their sentries stalked, their staff cars shot up/ 115 Hammered 
by the Karens and assailed from the air by fresh RAF attacks, the 
Japanese lost the race for Toungoo. On 22 April, 5 Division, in the van 
of 4 Corps, entered Toungoo having covered 50 miles in three days 
and delighted with their swift and easy victory. Now there were just 
160 miles to cover, but only eight days left before DRACULA. On 
23 April, at Pyu, 30 miles south of Toungoo, they received the lame 
surrender of the I st Division of Bose's Indian National Army, together 
with 150 officers and 3,000 men. The INA, always an object of deri¬ 
sion for their countrymen in the Indian army, had taken a leaf out of 
Aung San s book and decided that further resistance was hopeless. 116 

On 24 April, 5 Division clocked up another 20 miles to Penwegu; 
they were 140 miles from Rangoon with seven days to go but utterly 
exhausted. They handed over the baton next day to 17 Division, who 
took it up and roared on to Daiku by the evening of 26 April, now 
just 80 miles from Rangoon with five days to go. But now came 
Kimura’s last hurrah. Deciding that the defence of Rangoon was 
impossible, he assembled every last man for a determined defence at 
Pegu, hoping to hold on there until the monsoon broke. 117 On 27 April 
17 Division got a whiff of things to come when they had to clear 
minefields and then tangle with suicide squads before they could 
proceed, but not before they had counted another 500 enemy dead 
on the line of march. Most of the next day they battled against stiff 
enemy resistance north of Pegu, until they arrived at nightfall to find 
Pegu a veritable fortress. Just 47 miles north of Rangoon, it was an 
ideal defensive position, as the town stood on both banks of the 
winding Pegu river with bridges conveying road and rail links to 
Rangoon. The Japanese had demolished both railway bridges and used 
the folds of the river to build a cunningly entrenched redoubt within 
the town. 118 A two-pronged assault by 17 Division on 29 April was 
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easily beaten off. Next day the British gained a precarious foothold on 
the west bank of the river, but the Japanese still dominated the intact 
road bridge and even audaciously tried to sever the road link to 
Toungoo in the rear of the attackers. Frustrated, Slim once again flew 
to the front and found morale encouragingly high. When the Japanese 
counterattack was finally beaten off, he spoke to one of the British 
gunners. ‘I’m sorry you’ve got to do all this on half rations,’ he said. 
‘Don’t you worry about that, sir,’ came the answer. ‘Put us on quarter 
rations, but give us the ammo and we’ll get you into Rangoon!’ 119 
There was now no more than 24 hours to get to Rangoon before the 
paratroops landed, but as the British tentatively advanced through the 
ruins of Pegu, they found the place honeycombed with mines and 
booby traps, causing further delays. Finally ready to advance on 2 
May, they were overwhelmed by the torrential rains of an early- 
breaking monsoon (two weeks earlier than expected). Even as they 
sat down in the rain, word came in that, as Slim’s biographer rather 
glibly put it: ‘DRACULA had beaten EXTENDED CAPITAL by a 
short head.’ 120 Slim was stoical: ‘On the evening of the 2 nd , when news 
of the successful landing south of Rangoon and the Japanese evacu¬ 
ation had been received, the 17 th Division was halted in drenching rain 
41 miles by road from its goal.’ 121 Kimura had lost at Pegu but he 
caused a delay that led 14 th Army to lose as well. The 17 th Division 
had to take what comfort it could from statistics. Since crossing the 
Irrawaddy, it had lost 719 men killed, 2,767 wounded and 71 missing, 
but had killed over 10,000 of the enemy, taking only 167 prisoners. 122 

Operation DRACULA had been a marked success. Setting out from 
Akyab and Ramree island, six convoys sailed between 27 and 30 April. 
An immense flotilla accompanied them: four aircraft carriers, two 
battleships (one British, one French), two British and Dutch cruisers, 
two escort carriers, six destroyers (joining them from Trincomalee in 
Ceylon), 12 bomber squadrons and a screen of fighters. After a bombing 
blitz on 1 May, a battalion of Gurkhas was dropped, followed by fighters 
from the 50 Indian Parachute Brigade, in what some observers 
described as the last echo of the vanishing Raj, the last exploit of the 
once glorious Indian army. 123 Meanwhile a pilot flying over the city 
saw written in large letters on the roof of the gaol: ‘JAPS GONE. 
EXDIGITATE’ (arch RAF cod-Latin for ‘Get your fingers out!’). 124 
Accordingly on 2 May, in worsening weather, a brigade of 26 Division 
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landed on each bank of the river. The brigade from the east bank 
entered the city on 3 May to find the Japanese indeed gone; after the 
usual divided counsels in the Japanese high command, the realists had 
prevailed over the last-ditchers. 125 Yet the first attacker into Rangoon 
was probably the pilot from 14 th Army's 221 Group who landed at 
Rangoon airfield on his own initiative during the limbo period and 
found the enemy gone. Slim always took comfort from the thought 
that the first ‘liberator' into Rangoon had come from 14 th Army. In 
his desire to beat 15 Corps to the punch, he himself acted irrespon¬ 
sibly and flew ahead of proper air cover with Messervy and an 
American pilot, Captain Robert Fullerton, plus a couple of staff offi¬ 
cers, on 1 May. The plane came under anti-aircraft fire and Fullerton 
was hit in the leg. He landed the plane at Pegu, but the wound proved 
serious and the leg had to be amputated. Slim was remorseful: ‘I felt 
- and still feel - very guilty about this. I had no business as Army 
Commander to go where I did, and, if I was so stupid as to go, I had 
no excuse for taking Messervy or the others with me.' 126 Messervy, 
however, was phlegmatic and speculated that they could conceivably 
have landed at Rangoon airfield and found the Japanese gone. That 
would have put Slim's experience on a par with that of MacArthur in 
the Philippines. As Messervy drily remarked: ‘Bill Slim could have 
occupied Rangoon.' 127 

The campaign to reconquer Burma had come to a triumphant 
conclusion, but about 60-70,000 Japanese troops still remained at large 
in the country. There followed three months of hard fighting while 
14 th Army dealt with the enemy rearguards and residues, of which the 
most formidable formations were in the Karen hills and along the 
Sittang river towards Siam. Stopford and 33 Corps did a good job of 
clearing the remaining Japanese units out of the Irrawaddy valley, but 
all operations between May and August 1945 were hampered by the 
monsoon, which made flying, land transport, communications and 
supply all very difficult. Slim concentrated on preventing any enemy 
build-up in the Moulmein area and sealing off the eastern bank of the 
Sittang. 128 The first objective was secured only after further sanguinary 
battles, principally those at Allanmyo from n to 15 May and Kama 
near Prome, where the remains of Yamamoto's forces were destroyed 
in a running fight from 21 to 30 May; after the battle, 1,400 Japanese 
corpses were counted. The killing continued in June and July, with a 
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further 11,500 Japanese dead, while just 96 Anglo-Indians died. 129 The 
only vestige of pride the Japanese were able to salvage was in their 
heroic breakout from the densely wooded Pegu Yomas, an area running 
along the Sittang for 75 miles north-south and 30 miles west-east. 
Here on 28 July, 27,000 men of the Japanese 28 th Army began the long 
march to Siam. Aiming to intercept them between the Yomas and the 
Sittang and between the Sittang and the Salween, the British doled 
out fearful punishment, killing another 12,000 enemy and taking 740 
prisoners (by this time the despondent Japanese were more prepared 
to be taken captive) for the loss of just 95 killed and 322 wounded on 
their own side. Nevertheless, the Japanese survivors did get to Siam 
by late August, only to discover that their divine emperor had surren¬ 
dered. 130 The Pegu Yomas engagement took place while Slim was 
already on leave and before the full extent of his military genius was 
realised in Britain. In time his calibre was appreciated and his impor¬ 
tance in the theory of war, for he had demonstrated the credibility 
of the ‘indirect approach' - aiming primarily not at the physical destruc¬ 
tion of the enemy so much as breaking his will to fight. Slim had 
proved himself a true master of war, always concentrating on enemy 
weaknesses, always coordinating land, sea and airpower. Only the very 
rare captain has all the virtues - the total mastery of logistics, superb 
imagination and creativity, the ability to use deception, spring surprises, 
take calculated risks and remain permanently flexible, all the time 
pursuing single-minded objectives and inspiring the ordinary soldier 
to great feats with an avuncular, sangfroid leadership. William Slim 
had all these qualities. 131 
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Epilogue 


While these final operations were going on, Slim in Rangoon tried to 
set up a civilian administration. It helped that many Burmese bureau¬ 
crats and officials, unwilling to serve the Ba Maw puppet government 
under the Japanese, had gone into hiding and now emerged to report 
for duty. What did not help was that Mountbatten had identified yet 
another man in his long list of personal betes noires - this time the 
civilian governor of Burma, Sir Reginald Dorman-Smith. 1 As a soldier, 
Slim was mainly concerned with how to integrate Aung San and the 
previously pro-Japanese Burmese National Army. He met Aung San 
at Meiktila on 16 May and found him a man he could do business 
with, both a genuine patriot and a realist. 2 Since it was clear that Aung 
San had been bitterly anti-British in 1942, had ambushed Anglo-Indian 
forces, committed atrocities and was now collaborating only because 
the British were clearly the winning side, not all Slim's staff, to say 
nothing of his political superiors, took his sanguine view of the future 
of this man in Burmese politics. There was some bitterness that he 
was being rewarded essentially for no good reason, while the stead¬ 
fastly loyal British allies, particularly the Karens and the Kachins, were 
being offered no guarantees for the future when Burma might become 
independent. 3 Aung San was, however, only one side in Slim's polygon 
of concerns. He had to ponder the political implications of the new 
mood of brimming confidence among his own Indian soldiers. After 
their great martial prowess and stirring victories, was it at all plaus¬ 
ible that such men would return meekly to be ruled by the British 
Raj? Was not one implication of the victory in Burma that Indian 
independence now became something that could not be delayed? 
There was a curious sense in which Churchill had been right to distrust 
the Indian army. 4 Besides, Slim had to plan for the forthcoming invasion 



of Malaya. The idea was that Operation ZIPPER, codeword for the 
Malayan campaign, would be the province of 14 th Army, while the 
smaller 12 th Army took over mopping-up operations and the final paci¬ 
fication of Burma. This idea in turn was seriously jeopardised when 
yet another of Mountbatten s most vociferous critics took a hand. RJ. 
Grigg, Secretary of State for War, although beloved by Alanbrooke, 5 
loathed Mountbatten with a rare detestation. It particularly galled him 
that Mountbatten - and indeed Alanbrooke and Churchill - had played 
no part in the conception of EXTENDED CAPITAL, and had 
opposed it almost to the end, but were now taking credit for it as if 
the whole operation had been planned in London. Casting around for 
a way to cut Mountbatten down to size, he announced that the period 
soldiers had to serve abroad before exercising a right of repatriation 
should be reduced from three years and eight months to three years 
and four months. This meant that tens of thousands of 14 th Army 
veterans qualified for immediate home leave, with the further impli¬ 
cation that ZIPPER could not get off the ground because of manpower 
shortages. 6 

Yet Slim soon had more immediately pressing and personal prob¬ 
lems to settle. One would have thought that a man who had just 
brought off one of the great military achievements of the ages would 
have been feted, lionised and lauded to the skies. That is not what 
happened. His immediate boss, Oliver Leese, finally reached snapping 
point with the Slim-Mountbatten axis, nutmegged as he was between 
a military genius and a showman who specialised in taking the credit 
for anything extraordinary or praiseworthy that happened. His exas¬ 
peration seems finally to have boiled over. On 3 May, the very day 
Slim entered Rangoon in triumph, Leese came to Kandy to see 
Mountbatten, who was then recovering from a bad attack of amoebic 
dystentery, and put it to the Supreme Commander that Slim had been 
working at white heat for more than a year now, ever since the begin¬ 
ning of Kohima-Imphal, was tired and should therefore be relieved 
by a fresher man for Operation ZIPPER; he suggested Christison as 
his replacement. 7 Self-contradictorily, he added that Slim was the right 
man to stay on and oversee the peacetime administration of Burma 
- a job at least as onerous as planning ZIPPER. Mountbatten said he 
was not keen on the idea but raised no objection to sounding Slim 
out about the proposal. It was quite clear that he did not express 
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clearly enough his opposition to the idea of replacing Slim, and the 
obvious question arises: why not? 8 Three different answers have been 
given. Mountbatten supporters claim that he was ill and did not fully 
realise what was on Leese’s mind. This explanation has not found 
favour with more cynical historians, who suggest that Mountbatten 
was actuated by one of two considerations. It was well known that 
he disliked Leese and wanted rid of him, and he saw this as a bed of 
nails on which the blundering Leese would impale himself. Others 
say that he was by now wildly jealous of Slim and realised that the 
full truth about the Burma campaign would come out; this would 
show that the Supreme Commander, far from being an all-wise, all- 
seeing generalissimo, had consistently backed the wrong horse 
(amphibious warfare) and then at the eleventh hour disingenuously 
tried to take credit for EXTENDED CAPITAL. The disgrace of Slim 
would muddy the waters and enable him to continue his mythical 
pose as ‘king of Burma’; the real king would have been deposed. 9 Of 
course it was possible that Mountbatten, who possessed all the peasant 
cunning of a true machiavellian, could see advantages to him however 
the Slim-Leese clash turned out; whoever lost the struggle, it would 
mean one fewer thorn in the Supremo’s side. 

Thinking he had been given the green light, Leese flew to Akyab 
to tell Christison that he was to be the new commander of 14 th Army; 
Slim would be assigned to the lesser 12 th Army in Burma. 10 The element 
of chicanery in Leese was clear from three separate false statements: 
he said that Slim had already left 14 th Army when in fact he had not 
even spoken to him yet; he said that Stopford would be replacing him; 
and he added that Mountbatten had given the order for Slim’s sacking 
but did not want the unpleasant chore of a personal confrontation 
and insisted it was Leese’s job. 11 The elated Christison said goodbye 
while Leese flew on to Meiktila for his meeting with Slim on 7 May. 
Thinking this was routine, Slim was flabbergasted by Leese’s opening 
words: ‘Before we talk of anything else, I must tell you that I have 
decided to give Christison command of the 14 th Army ... I do not 
consider you capable of planning a large-scale amphibious operation, 
so I do not think it would be fair either to 14 th Army or yourself to 
leave you in charge of it.’ 12 When he offered Slim the command of 
the peacetime 12 th Army in Burma, Slim rightly read this as an insult 
and indignantly rejected the offer. He said he would rather resign and 


448 



return to Britain. Still unware of the enormity of his action, the obtuse 
Leese signalled Alanbrooke in a matter-of-fact way, announcing that 
he had replaced Slim. On 9 May Slim told his senior staff that he had 
been sacked, and soon the news leaked out to the other ranks. 13 
Predictably, 14 th Army was incandescent at the news of the sacking of 
their beloved ‘Uncle Bill’. The feeling among Slim’s staffers was well 
summed up by his aide Jim Godwin: ‘Oliver Twist [Leese] and 
Mountbatten must be out of their minds. I never trusted that affected 
silk-handkerchief-waving guardsman.’ 14 The general feeling was that 
Mountbatten was behind it all, and the resulting wave of resentment 
hit Kandy like a tsunami. Mountbatten saw that he had miscalculated 
and quickly tried to distance himself from the decision, declaring 
himself very worried about it and telling Alanbrooke he would be 
taking the matter up with Leese. 15 In London, Alanbrooke was stupe¬ 
fied when he got Leese’s signal. In fairness to Leese, he had sent an 
earlier cable raising in general terms the possibility of replacing Slim, 
but Alanbrooke either ignored it or was too busy to read it. Now, 
however, he reacted angrily. On 14 May he sent the bluntest of blunt 
signals to Leese with a severe reprimand. What did he mean by 
dismissing the most successful general in the East? How dare he take 
such unilateral action? Was he not aware that only Mountbatten could 
make such a decision, and then only after the closest consultation with 
the chiefs of staff in London? Leese should not even have discussed 
the matter with Slim; it was far outside his powers. In sum he would 
agree to Slim’s departure only if he and Mountbatten could produce 
the strongest possible reasons. 16 

Alanbrooke’s feelings were confirmed by a meeting with Auchinleck, 
who also happened to be in London at the time. ‘The Auk’ told 
Churchill at lunch on 20 May that Slim was the finest general in the 
entire Far East and South-East Asia theatre and strongly recommended 
him as his successor as Commander-in-Chief, India. 17 Feeling himself 
to be in the frame also, Mountbatten summoned Leese to Kandy for 
another dressing-down, telling him that he had blundered and that his 
earlier orders must be countermanded. 18 Now in the most terrible 
mess, Leese tried one last time to get Slim to accept the post as head 
of 12 th Army, but once again Slim refused adamantly. Although Slim 
had appeared poker-faced and phlegmatic at the interview with Leese 
on the 7 th , in private he was fuming. The public Slim was still playing 
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the role of the bluff professional soldier: ‘It was a bit of a jar as I 
thought 14 th Army had done rather well. However he [Leese] is the 
man to decide. I had to sack a number of chaps in my time, and those 
I liked best were the ones who did not squeal. I have applied for my 
bowler [hat] and am awaiting the result/ 19 In private, though, Slim 
told Brigadier ‘Tubby' Lethbridge that the incident was a replay of 
his conflict with Noel Irwin in 1943 and he was confident he would 
ultimately prevail: ‘This happened to me once before, and I bloody 
well took the job of the man that sacked me. I'll bloody well do it 
again.' 20 Mountbatten was reluctant to dismiss Leese, having so recently 
got rid of Giffard, as he feared for his own credibility: the obvious 
inference, if he got rid of two army commanders-in-chief as well as 
his other commanders and so many key personnel at Kandy, would 
be that the Supreme Commander was impossible to work with. 
However, Alanbrooke gave him no choice. In ‘I told you so' mood - 
for the CIGS had never had a high opinion of Leese - he told 
Mountbatten that after such a grotesque error of judgement, Leese 
was no longer a credible commander and should be sent home. 21 This 
order was confirmed after a meeting between Alanbrooke and 
Churchill on 29 June. Slim was on home leave at the time, and 
Alanbrooke called him to tell him the good news; not only was Leese 
sacked, but Slim was to be promoted to full general and given Leese's 
job as Commander-in-Chief, Allied Forces, South-East Asia. Stopford 
was given command of 14 th Army and General Miles Dempsey sent 
out to command 12 th Army. 22 Christison was left high and dry, humili¬ 
ated and let down by Leese, who failed to console him but simply 
moaned to him that he was being made the ‘fall guy' for the real 
villain, ‘Dickie'. 

Slim was on his way back from the UK to take up his new command 
when, on 14 August, he learned that Japan had surrendered uncondi¬ 
tionally after the two devastating atomic bomb attacks on Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki. Emperor Hirohito was forced to ‘endure the unden- 
durable', but still managed to achieve a classic of Oriental face-saving: 
‘The war has developed, not necessarily to our advantage.' Two days 
later Slim was at the headquarters of ALFSEA, and on 12 September 
sat on Mountbatten's left to receive the official surrender of all Japanese 
forces in South-East Asia. Slim's hatred of the Japanese had not abated; 
rather it had increased once he learned the fate of Allied prisoners of 
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war. MacArthur, already looking forward to his entente with Hirohito 
and his long tenure as an American Caesar' in Japan, decreed that 
Japanese officers should not be asked to give up their swords at the 
surrender, for otherwise there might be mass suicide. MacArthur had 
his agenda, but Slim had his. He felt very strongly that if the Japanese 
officer class was not made to swallow the bitter pill of sword surrender, 
the legend would grow that they had never really been beaten, simply 
betrayed, in the same way as the German officer class after World 
War I. He therefore disregarded MacArthur's ban on the archaic cere¬ 
mony; all the swords were given up, there was no mass suicide, and 
Slim always thereafter kept General Kimura’s sword on his mantel¬ 
piece. 23 He did not stay in Burma long, and returned to Britain in 1946 
as Commandant of the Imperial War College. His main lieutenants 
all played a part in post-war reconstruction in South-East Asia. 
Messervy administered Malaya, Stopford took over as supremo at 
SEAC after Mountbatten's departure in June until the command was 
wound up in November, while Christison was Mountbatten's agent 
in Indonesia in the short-lived British intervention there in 1945-46, 
spent nearly half a century in retirement and died in 1993 aged 100. 
Intending to retire in 1948, Slim was brought back to eminence by 
Prime Minister Clement Attlee, who appointed him Chief of the 
Imperial General Staff in 1948 to replace Montgomery. ‘Monty' had 
already hand-picked his putative successor, John Crocker, but Attlee 
slapped him down as only Attlee could. After the Prime Minister gave 
him the news, Monty protested: ‘But I've already told Crocker.' ‘Well, 
you'll have to untell him,' replied Attlee curtly. 24 Promoted to field 
marshal, Slim served as CIGS for three years and then in May 1953 
was appointed Governor General of Australia, where he remained 
until 1959. Created Viscount Slim in i960, he was made Constable and 
Governor of Windsor Castle and died in London in December 1970 
aged 79. 

Stilwell did not simply fade away and brood in California after FDR 
made him the sacrificial victim of his unwise China policy. When he 
heard that Chiang had renamed the Burma-Ledo road the ‘Stilwell 
highway', his reaction was one of amused contempt: ‘I wonder who 
put him up to that' was his only comment. 25 By 1945 Vinegar Joe was 
back in the ring punching. Always a fighting soldier and forever in 
search of a command berth, he arrived in Manila on 25 May and was 
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greeted cordially by Douglas MacArthur. He toured the Okinawa 
battlefields and on 18 June, the day before he was due to fly back to 
California, MacArthur offered him a prestigious job as his chief of 
staff. Although touched and gratified, Stilwell declined on the grounds 
that he was no great administrator and was anyway looking for a pos¬ 
ition as a field commander. MacArthur queried whether a four-star 
general would really consent to serve as a front-line commander; 
Stilwell replied that he would be glad to command a single division 
as long as he was allowed to fight. 26 MacArthur replied that he could 
do better than that; as commander of an army he knew no better 
than Vinegar Joe. Stilwell flew out to Honolulu, but when he got 
there, a cable from MacArthur was waiting for him, offering him the 
command of 10 th Army, one of the spearheading forces for the coming 
invasion of Japan. On 23 June Stilwell assumed command: he was to 
command the second wave of the invasion with 25 divisions. Among 
those he had under him were Canadian, Australian and Indian units 
that had been taken away from SEAC after the Japanese defeat in 
Burma. Stilwell chuckled: ‘Mountbatten has to give up units for this 
operation! Life is funny.’ 27 The Japanese surrender ended hopes of 
further martial glory, but there were compensations in the news from 
China. Wedemeyer, even with his sycophantic approach, was finding 
Chiang impossible, while an alliance between Marshall and 'Hap’ 
Arnold had finally removed Chennault from any real power over the 
air force in China; these duties devolved on the much more rational 
and trustworthy Stratemeyer. With Truman in the White House after 
FDR’s death in April 1945, US policy in China became much more 
hard-headed and empirical. Public opinion in the USA dramatically 
turned against the generalissimo as more and more stories about the 
corruption of the Kuomintang were printed in the press. What 
Theodore White had been in the Roosevelt era, the witheringly anti- 
Chiang drama critic turned war correspondent Brooks Atkinson, 
writing in the New York Times, was in the Truman years. 28 Truman 
made Marshall his Secretary of State, and after a tour of inspection 
in China that confirmed in detail everything Stilwell had said about 
Chiang - and the moral and military supremacy of Mao and the 
Communists - the President ended by cutting off aid to the nation¬ 
alists and embargoing arms sales. In 1949 Mao achieved complete 
victory in the Chinese civil war, forcing Chiang to flee to Taiwan. 
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Alas, Stilwell did not live to see Chiang’s downfall. Determined to die 
with his boots on, in November 1945 he headed a War Department 
Equipment Board, which showed a prescient interest in ballistic 
missiles. He died of liver cancer in October 1946 aged 63, at the Presidio, 
San Francisco, while still on active service. 

Shortly after MacArthur entertained Stilwell and gave him the 
Okinawa appointment, he had another distinguished visitor, none 
other than the Supreme Commander, SEAC, himself. The omens 
were not propitious for a favourable outcome, since both men were 
outrageous prima donnas - Eisenhower said he had spent five years 
in the Philippines studying dramatics under Doug MacArthur - and 
the American had initially opposed the creation of SEAC, fearing it 
would limit his own independence of action. Mountbatten made his 
mark, as he so often did, by exuding charm, especially the old-fashioned 
kind of British charisma that so appealed to Americans. For once he 
was prepared to play second fiddle, and the tactic paid off. On 12 July 
he wrote in his diary about his meeting with the American Caesar in 
Manila: ‘I had a long and interesting conversation with MacArthur. 
Or, to be more precise, I listened to a fascinating monologue, and 
found the same difficulty in trying to chip in as I have no doubt most 
people find in trying to chip in to my conversation.' Two days later 
the lustre had not worn off and Mountbatten confessed that he was 
completely under the older man's spell: 

Contrary to popular conception, he gives the impression of being a 
rather shy and sensitive man, who regards compliance with the needs 
of publicity as a duty ... he does not look at all fierce or commanding 
until he puts his famous embroidered cap on. As we went out together 
to face the photographers, and he pulled his cap on, his whole manner 
changed. His jaw stuck out, he looked aggressive and tough, but as 
soon as the photographers had finished, he relaxed completely, took 
off his hat, and was his own charming self ... he is one of the most 
charming and remarkable characters I have ever met, and so sympa¬ 
thetic and friendly towards the SEAC .’ 29 

It is a fair comment that Mountbatten’s enthusiasm was based on 
recognition of strengths and weaknesses like his own. Mountbatten 
was selfish and vain but not remote or cold, ambitious but with a 
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cocksure personality leavened with common sense. He would not 
have made flowery speeches referring pleonastically to ‘divine God' 
as MacArthur did and, unlike the American Caesar, he could laugh at 
himself. Impetuous, impressionable, overexcited by ‘experts', 
Mountbatten was a liberal-left personality who believed in human 
goodness; MacArthur was a hardline right-winger who believed in 
main force. As Mountbatten's biographer has shrewdly remarked: ‘It 
is doubtful if MacArthur's opinion of his visitor was as flattering as 
his guest's.’ 30 Yet the differences between the two men should not be 
overstated. Both considered themselves born to rule, reverenced 
monarchical and hereditary principles, were supreme commanders 
and proconsuls or viceroys (MacArthur in Japan, Mountbatten in 
India) and were cordially loathed by many of their colleagues 
(Eisenhower found MacArthur unspeakable, while Marshall summed 
him up crisply as ‘never any good. . . always a four-flusher’). 31 Curiously, 
both men ended their lives speaking out strongly against the use of 
nuclear weapons in combat. 

Once Japan had surrendered, the position of supreme commander 
seemed less attractive to Mountbatten, for he was happy backing 
neither the neo-colonial position of the Dutch in Indonesia nor that 
of the French in Indochina. Because the British were the only cred¬ 
ible military presence in South-East Asia, he had to spend the latter 
part of 1945 and early 1946 using British forces to hold the ring and 
keep at bay the nascent nationalist movements headed by the Viet 
Minh in Vietnam and Sukarno in Indonesia. This was not the kind of 
work Mountbatten relished, so he was delighted to be offered the post 
of Viceroy of India, succeeding Wavell. Where Wavell had put together 
a thoughtful programme for gradual British withdrawal from the 
subcontinent and the gradual phasing in of the Congress party of 
Nehru and Gandhi in India and the independent Muslim state of 
Pakistan under Muhammad Ali Jinnah, Mountbatten reverted to his 
destroyer mode and decided that everything had to be done with 
unconscionable haste. The famous declaration that the British would 
quit India ‘by August 1947 at the latest’ was mainly Mountbatten's 
work. Many historians have therefore held him responsible for the 
terrible Hindu-Muslim communalist massacres that followed the light¬ 
ning British departure. 32 After the debacle in India, Mountbatten 
returned to his first love the sea, first commanding a cruiser squadron, 
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then climbing the final rungs of naval promotion until he became 
First Sea Lord in 1954-59, almost the exact period that Slim was in 
Australia as governor general. Even though it gradually became 
obvious that Slim was the true military genius in Burma, and that 
Earl Mountbatten of Burma was a solecism as a title, Mountbatten 
tried to recoup some of the glory for himself by co-opting Slim and 
insinuating that he and the field marshal were equal partners in the 
enterprise. His later career was controversial at many different levels. 
Edwina died in i960 at the age of 58 from a heart attack, but not 
before very strong rumours began to circulate that in the 1946-47 
viceroyalty period she and Nehru had been lovers. Then in 1968, as 
the beleaguered Labour government of Harold Wilson struggled with 
economic crisis, the newspaper proprietor Cecil King intrigued with 
the intelligence services, trying to plot a coup d’etat that would make 
Mountbatten a British dictator. 33 The details of this conspiracy are still 
far from clear, but it seems that Mountbatten, after some dithering, 
had the good sense to turn down the proposed role. Even his death 
in 1979 became controversial. The official story was that the Provisional 
IRA assassinated him and others in Sligo when they blew up a 
motorised fishing boat, and an IRA member, Thomas McMahon, was 
later jailed for the crime. 34 Yet the late Enoch Powell, himself a contro¬ 
versial figure, always maintained that the CIA had assassinated 
Mountbatten because he had just spoken out against nuclear weapons. 35 
According to this version of his death, the CIA engineered a set-up 
job that would look like an IRA assassination, and the Provisional 
IRA, for propaganda reasons and to enhance its own credibility, was 
happy to take responsibility. It seems that even in death Mountbatten 
divided opinion sharply. All four of Burma's ‘musketeers' - Slim, 
Stilwell, Mountbatten and Wingate - were larger-than-life characters, 
all incredibly working in the same theatre. They seem more creatures 
of myth than of history, and it is unlikely that we shall ever see such 
a quartet juxtaposed again. 

Finally, we must ask the 64,000-dollar question: was the Burma war 
worth it? There is a persuasive school of thought that holds that all 
twentieth-century wars, except the Spanish Civil War and the Second 
World War in Europe, were avoidable conflicts, that they were not 
waged for vital national interests but were the result of stupidity, 
miscalculation and irrationality. The First World War, the Korean war 


455 



and the Vietnam conflict of 1965-75 fit well enough into this category. 
What about the war between the Allies and Japan, and particularly 
the war in Burma? The aggressive foreign policy of FDR and Secretary 
of State Cordell Hull, complemented by the equally aggressive poli¬ 
cies of Prince Konoye and General Tojo, produced a kind of irresistible 
force versus immovable object scenario, but it could hardly be said 
that vital national interests were at stake. Japan went to war in defence 
of the Greater East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere, perceived to be vital 
to her national survival; post-war events and the Japanese economic 
miracle showed clearly that the narrowly defined economic autarky 
of the Sphere was not essential for economic survival. The United 
States basically went to war because she would not accept an Asian 
Monroe doctrine, with Japan having hegemony in China, but by her 
own errors (principally the mindless and irrational support given to 
Chiang) lost all influence in China for 25 years. Cynics would say the 
Americans might just as well have let Japan have its fervently desired 
hegemony. The Burmese, in so far as they took part in the war in 
their own country, fought for independence. Yet the history of Burma 
after independence in 1948 has been singularly unhappy, to the point 
where it would be a brave man who would assert that the present- 
day despotic regime represented for ordinary people any advance at 
all on British colonialism. By a huge irony, Burma since 1948 has 
espoused exactly the kind of paranoid xenophobia that brought the 
Japanese empire to grief in the 1930s. The British fought in Burma to 
preserve and restore the British Empire in the East, yet within two 
years of the end of the war, India, the fulcrum and axis of the whole 
system, was independent, with Burma following a year later, and 
Malaya and Singapore limping through years of ‘emergency’ before 
also relinquishing the imperial bonds. We have made great claims for 
Slim, but a further one must be that his military genius and the encir¬ 
clement of the Japanese on the Irrawaddy meant that Britain 
relinquished its empire at the moment of its most glorious military 
success, and allowed her to retreat from the imperial arena with pride. 
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